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	1. Chapter 1

This fic is dedicated to the lovely **Cara** because she's the Queen of Ambrollins and one of the best friends I ever could have asked for. I love you to the moon and back or just to the next stop sign (XD). Hopefully, this fic will give you a small reprieve from real life. You deserve it. Have fun with this little piece (that somehow turned into a monster in the second part ;_;)

Also a shoutout to my sweet, patient friend **dayari** for editing this fic even though she isn't even into this ship or in the wrestling fandom in general. I'm so happy you still help me with this and keep up with my fangirling. Love you too.

* * *

><p>Like every Sunday, Dean is sitting in the coffee shop <em>Pumpkin<em> – run by the British whirlwind Paige; her baristas being her best friends Summer Rae, Emma and Bayley –, reading the book of the week while enjoying his time off. It's fuller than usual, mostly because it's raining cats and dogs outside.

The last free seat is at his table and he's having a hard time defending it. Though, to be fair, all he actually does is sit there, feet on the chair, trying to concentrate on his reading, not once bothering to look up whenever someone approaches.

They all go away as soon as their loud coughing and throat clearing doesn't have the desired effect, muttering how rude he's behaving and complaining about him to Paige.

'Dean's just like that,' is all she utters with her most charming smile, since she's already used to this and they've known each other for years, thanks to him coming here from ten to twelve on the last day of the week like clockwork. She'd rather keep her regulars than care about possible new clients. That woman is a saint, allowing him to be himself in her shop.

The _Pumpkin_ is the only place people leave him alone and he direly needs these hours to recharge his batteries. He's never talked to Paige more than two sentences in a row but he likes her and she always beams at him, giving him free cookies to go with his drink.

A new pair of legs walks up to him again; he can make out the tightest skinny jeans he's ever seen on another human being out of the corner of his eye and muddy shoes that leave a trail of rainwater and dirt on the floor.

'Dean? That's a nice name,' a guy says, leaning against the chair his feet are resting on. It's eleven forty five; why is he not allowed to spend his last fifteen minutes in peace and quiet?

He doesn't answer – it's obvious he'd rather be without company –, just keeps on reading to finish his book. He wants to start with Cody McFadyen's series next week since he's been wanting to do that for months.

'I can see that you passive aggressively wish to be left alone in a coffee shop that's full to bursting point by occupying both seats with your fine body–' 'Damn right I do,' he can't help but mumble, half-angered, half-intrigued by the slight hint of sarcasm in the other's voice.

It's enough to make him look up and for the fraction of a second he's rendered speechless. Who the fuck dyes almost half of their hair blond?

'I get it, buddy,' he says, sinking deeper in his seat. 'There are no chairs left and you wanna sit down to drink your fancy coffee but I'm trying to read here all by myself, so let me clear this up for you since you don't appear like you give a damn. No, you can't have this chair, my feet are using it. Please get out of my face now.' And with that he resumes his task, making a show of chilling in the chair and sipping his beverage.

'I'm Seth,' the other just won't give up, refusing to leave Dean alone, even after he gave him the fluff. The kid's resilience is slowly starting to piss him off.

'And _I_ really don't care,' he grunts back, looking at the words in front of him slightly irritated. He can't concentrate on the story anymore, the stranger pestering him too pushy and peculiar to ignore.

A weird silence engulfs the two of them while the coffee shop around them is full of life, a little girl starting to laugh happily – her voice bright and innocent – when her brick shithouse of a father buys her her favorite drink, tousling the chocolate brown hair before readjusting the purple raincoat.

'Anything for my girl,' the well-toned, dark-haired man smiles, leading his daughter out of the _Pumpkin_.

He can see that two-toned kid follow his gaze, so he quickly turns his attention back to the book in his hands, realizing angrily that he's already wasted four minutes. These two hours – three if he counts the way there and back – are the only free time he gets; thanks to Dolph, the overly cheery and not-as-funny-as-he-thinks boy living next door who stepped on his porch one day, asking to mow his lawn to earn some extra money.

He just stood there perplexed, the baby his one-night-stand Renee left him just three days ago after she died in a car crash sleeping soundly in his arms, not ready to be a father or let some punk kid mow his lawn. He was twenty-one, not seventy-seven for fuck's sake. Instead of letting someone trim his hedges he decided to hire Dolph as a babysitter.

Since he's working at home he could be there for Cara whenever she needed him, retreating into his office as soon as she took a nap; the sudden responsibility and abrupt change in his life draining him very quickly. Thanks to Dolph though he has three hours each Sunday solely to himself. Sunshine or snow, the neighbor's child has been doing this for the past six years, allowing Dean to watch two kids grow up and close.

He's translating German novels for a living, reading dozens, hundreds of rubbish or boring books in a year, but since they are his passion he – and his daughter – decided he should treat himself to bestsellers every Sunday after watching Disney's _Beauty and the Beast _with Cara for the first time. She saw the Beast's library and wanted Dean to have that too. One that has nothing to do with his work. He's never been able to deny her even the dumbest wish.

Two-toned stranger with fucking awesome looking, wet hair and unbelievably soft, brown eyes here is messing with his routine. To make things worse, the kid leans over to snatch his last chocolate chip cookie, grinning from ear to ear when he states, 'Ellen is the murderer but she commits suicide before they can catch her. She doesn't leave a note, so no one ever finds Rebecca.'

That asshole didn't just spoil the end of his book to get his damn seat.

'Now that you're finished, you don't mind me sitting down, do you?' the guy dares to speak on, pushing Dean's feet off the chair with one swift motion to do exactly as he said. So he not only ruined Dean's weekly reading time but he also forces himself on him without batting an eye.

How dare that kid be so cheeky? And more importantly, why is he starting to enjoy this?

'I could be a serial killer you just seriously ticked off,' he growls warningly, feeling the urge to put his feet on the other's lap to show he won't let him treat Dean like that.

He doesn't move, which surprises him the most. Never before did he have any problems with offending someone, making another enemy for life. But there's something about the kid that lets him hesitate.

The stranger smiles at him as if he's an infant and too stupid to understand how the world works yet. God, he _hates_ people belittling him, which unfortunately happens constantly ever since Cara stepped into his life a bit more than half a decade ago. His neighbors seem to think he still has no clue what to do with a seven year old.

He sincerely doesn't, but she's healthy and smart and stunningly beautiful, so Dean supposes it's safe to assume he's doing his job as a single father somewhat decent.

'You certainly look like one, which means you aren't a real psychopath,' the other easily counters, taking a sip from the steaming mug in his hands, eyes never leaving Dean's.

For a while all he can do is stare at tiny droplets of water that gather at the blond and brown tips of the kid's hair, getting lost in the sight, waiting for them to fall down on the muscular shoulders and soak the already wet hoodie. It's so mesmerizing that Dean forgets to think until his mind registers the ticking of the clock above the coffee machines. He tears his gaze away from that handsome yet annoying person to check how much time he has left.

Seven fucking short minutes.

So he flips through the last pages of his book, cross-reading them to see if the guy told him the truth and sighing enervated when he indeed comes to that conclusion. That fucktard ruined his free Sunday.

'Now you have time for your other book,' the kid suggests with a kind but simultaneously superior grin and Dean is terribly confused for a moment what the other is referring to. Then it hits him. On the table there's a plastic bag with the _How to Train Your Dragon_ series and Hiccup and Toothless can be perfectly seen through the thin fabric. Emma sold them to him for a fairly good prize after she heard him argue on the phone about the books with Cara and he explained to her that they're a bit short on money this month. Emma's heart is as big as the universe.

'They're for my daughter,' he rebuffs, putting the novel about a family tragedy away, ignoring the surprised look he gets. He's already used to people having a hard time believing he's a father, so it's nothing new to him, but it still stings somewhere deep inside. And right now he even feels the need to explain himself, to make that weirdo like him at all costs. How goddamn stupid. Dean never cared about other people's opinions, why start now?

'I cried during the second movie.' Okay. What's he supposed to do with that information? Then those kissable lips part again and more words tumble out of the kid's mouth. 'I also bawled like a baby during _Big Hero 6_. Twice. And when I played _The Last of Us_. And whatever you do, don't talk to me about Telltale's _The Walking Dead_.' Sure thing. Was never his intention to do so anyway.

'Very interesting,' he lies while rolling his eyes, grabbing his stuff to leave and get out of the other's vicinity before he embarrasses himself or makes a mistake he'd regret forever. He's a father, there's no time and place for him to fuck everything up anymore. And Dean still has to get to his car and drive back home. He can't be late since Dolph – by now a very busy seventeen-year-old – said he'd have a date tonight and he wants to get ready for it. Seems like Prince Pretty here won. 'Table's yours, buddy.'

'Seth,' the other reminds him but Dean only shrugs. The less he knows, the better. 'Whatever.'

* * *

><p>'Jenna said, <em>technically<em> I'm still too young for those,' Cara remarks, her bottom lip quivering while she hugs her stuffed panda bear close and looks at him with her huge olive green eyes. The thick, blond curls fall softly on her shoulders and he smiles at her, turning his daughter around to braid her hip-long hair, so it won't bother her during the night.

He leans forward to whisper conspiratorially in her ear, 'Then let's keep it a secret that we read them nonetheless.' She giggles, overjoyed that he doesn't give a shit about other people – especially kids – trying to tell him how to raise his little girl. Jenna is one of Cara's best friends but she can't yet read as well as his baby and thus disapproves of almost every book that has more words than pictures.

Dean taught Cara how to read very early on since this is his life anyway and she loved to sit in his office under the desk to skim through the books he had already translated, asking every evening for him to show her how to read them. One day, if she's up to it, he'll teach her German but for now he's fine with her growing up learning English and Spanish.

They've spent countless weekends going through picture books until she started to recognize more and more letters and words. Before he knew what had happened she demanded no doodles and plain text. By now she can read her own books, albeit a bit slowly, yet she insists on her bedtime story every night.

Dean could've asked her to do it herself so he can finish his work, but the thought never even crossed his mind. During this half hour he and his daughter bond in a very special way and he savors every second of it. He feels less like a complete failure with his baby girl in his arms. Dean swore to himself that he'll only stop with this ritual when Cara is either too old or she decides she doesn't need it anymore. Mostly because he's dead sure he'll miss it more than her.

Cara's growing up way too fast for his liking anyway. Soon he'll have to chase off girls and boys alike, so no one can hurt his little princess.

'What do you think about someone having brown hair here,' he starts, gingerly putting his hand on the left side of her head, 'and blond hair over here?' The hell did that just come from? She waits until he has finished the simple braid and frowns, thinking about his peculiar question for a while.

Dean has no clue how that could slip past his lips or why he can't stop thinking about cool, bratty kid – Seth, as if he ever could forget that name again.

'Is it a birth mistake?' she asks and he shakes his head, correcting her because she demanded him to do so, not because he's in any way bothered by his daughter learning her mother tongue bit by bit by herself. 'Birth defect, C,' he grins to show her it's okay to not know everything, pulling the covers up to her chin.

She waits until she's comfortable – a brooding expression on her young, angelic face; no doubt she's trying to remember that it's birth _defect_ not _mistake_ – before she answers the question he'd like to erase from both their memories. 'I think it's interesting. Very, what's the fancy word for special? Un– don't help me. Unique?' He nods, impressed she knows an expression like that and how to use it. 'It sure looks awesome if you braid it. Daddy, can I have a brown patch too?'

'God, no,' he immediately shoots back, shuddering slightly. Dean really doesn't need to be reminded of that weirdo by his own daughter every day. Though she surely would look as beautiful as the handsome, annoying stranger.

'Why do you want to know?' Cara asks. Fuck. He doesn't reply, just grabs the book and glares at Toothless staring right back at him from the cover. He's not so sure himself, but it's impossible to hide anything from Cara. She's too smart to not catch up on everything.

'Daddy.' She's using her cute, _I'm your little angel_ voice that always makes him cave in. His princess knows how to twist him around her finger. 'Have you met someone?'

When he still refuses to give her a straight answer, her smile turns wicked – in this moment she looks exactly like a female mini-version of himself and not for the first time he silently thanks whoever is responsible for it that he got graced with Cara.

'Tell me everything about him,' she demands in that polite but awfully persuasive way that she definitely got from her mother – who he sadly can't remember that we'll anymore.

Dean still knows she had a nice, alluring voice and that she had been terrifyingly beautiful, yet he still left her in her dorm room in the middle of the night, too drunk to walk properly but already sober enough to know he just made a huge fucking mistake. So he stumbled into the next bar to erase the memory of their sex, like it was a door in his mind he could just close and never open again. It's not that it was bad or anything, but that night he realized that he was kinda done with women.

He's never hid the truth, told Cara right away that her mother was a funny, attractive woman but that her father wasn't entirely interested in the other sex. That he'd been lying to himself all his life but that he's glad they spent that one night together because without it Cara wouldn't be here today. And without her he'd probably already be pushing up daisies, having died from an overdose or in an accident due to his excessive alcohol abuse.

Dean thought it mandatory for his daughter to be aware of all that, of the fact that Renee was the last woman he had sex with and that he was drunk to the point of passing out. Up to this day, he's still amazed he managed to knock her up. Cara knows he regrets that night because he hurt her mother while finding himself but that he wouldn't change the past even if he could.

On a rainy Friday night, when she had been snuggling up to him, flinching every time loud, rumbling thunder rolled across the sky, he confessed to her that her parents were never meant to be but that he genuinely loves Renee for giving him Cara.

Every year, on July 16th, they take some time to go to the cemetery together, visiting Renee's grave. Once there, he tends to wish he could tell his daughter countless hilarious and depressing stories about her mother but since he never spent time with her, all he _can_ do is give his sunshine a hug and promise her that they'll never forget her mother. To honor Renee he even let Cara keep her last name even though she has started to declare that she wants to finally be an Ambrose.

Thing is, she already is. His genes are running through her, making her the person she is today and that's good enough for him. Besides, Cara Young doesn't sound too bad.

He wonders what Seth's last name might be. Mother fucking shit. Where did that thought come from and can it descend back into hell?

Nosy, little girls either get a cool dragon or a really lame story about a two-toned moron that screwed their father over,' he tells her. Predictably, she doesn't need a second to decide, yelling excitedly, 'The guy, the guy.' Sighing, he puts the book aside; they'll read it some other day. Of course she would choose that. She's just like him. So Dean tells her everything there is to know about Seth – which is not really much. Story of his life.

Once he's finished his short tale, Cara has tons of questions bubble out of her mouth. _How old is he? What does he look like? What's he doing for a living? Why didn't he bleach one part of his beard too? Will you see him again? Did you have butterflies because of him?_ All good points but he has talked enough about this person and he sure as hell doesn't want to think about the effect Seth had on him and his body.

Shaking his head tiredly, he murmurs, 'Enough, princess. Oh, speaking of. I saw that tall guy at the _Pumpkin_ today again. With his daughter this time. You're right, she's adorable.'

Cara pouts, batting her eyelashes at him. 'Cuter than me?' 'No one could pull that off, cariño,' he assures her, retelling his brief encounter with the Samoan family.

C and that young girl are in the same class; the other moved here only recently and according to his daughter she, Jojo if he remembers correctly, is horribly shy, barely able to answer the teachers' questions. But her father is a hunk – or so all the mothers call him when they pick up their kids –, plus he's supposedly funny, very protective and also really polite. Cara is hellbent on befriending the girl but she understood on her own that Jojo needs some more time to open up. Until then she'll continue to play with her in silence, being there for the new girl when others try to bully her for barely talking.

Dean has no fucking idea how Cara turned out to be such an angel, considering he was the one raising her.

Okay, this is it for today. Enough blabbering about Seth; a guy he most likely won't ever see again. He gets up and switches the lights off, leaving the door slightly ajar. That's their newest habit since Cara decided that she was too old for her nightlight. Dean didn't say anything when she crawled into his bed the first night they tried it out, just hugged her close and _forgot_ to close the door from then on. Neither of them talked about it.

'Daddy,' she calls out and he hums, turning back with a soft smile tugging at his lips. He'll never get enough of Cara proudly calling him her father. 'You should see him again,' she yawns, rubbing her eyes, cuddling with her panda. Her voice is thin and very quiet when she finishes her thought, breaking his heart a little in the process. 'I like the way your face lights up when you talk about him.'

* * *

><p>Dean doesn't meet Seth in the next few weeks and after two surprisingly good suspense novels he translated with great interest, he completely forgot about the other's existence. That is until he's sitting at his usual table in the <em>Pumpkin<em>, feet on a second chair, half a marzipan roll hanging out of his mouth and totally immersed in Cody McFadyen's second book when a hand drops on his shoulder, startling him against his will. He lifts his head and looks into a set of warm, brown eyes. Someone forgot his contacts today.

'Ro,' he exclaims, taking in the uniform of his friend. It's fitting that someone who loves helping and protecting people works as a firefighter. It's a very demanding job which is why Dean has so much respect for his friend. 'Scared me to death. Asshole.'

'Good to see you too, dickhead,' the other replies, the grin on his face matching Dean's.

Seems like his buddy has some time left since he sits down with his cup to engage in a conversation about Cara and Jojo. Seriously, sometimes he can't believe how boring his life has become. Everything only revolves around kids these days. Nothing happens to him anymore. Maybe that's why he needed weeks to let go of the memory of a certain, two-toned young man.

'Wanna go and grab a beer next week?' Roman asks. 'I'm free on Wednesday, let's go out and just be two guys in a bar for a little while.'

Sounds like heaven to him. He loves Cara to death but he misses interacting with grown-ups. Even if he only snaps and barks at them. Roman – being a single father himself – knows exactly what it's like to willingly give up most of your private life.

He takes his mug and smashes it against Roman's cup, the two of them silently agreeing on them doing a club tour like in the good old times. With someone so responsible as Ro by his side Dean feels safe enough to know he won't slip back into old habits. He'd never forgive himself if he'd let Cara see the awful person he has been when he beget her.

Dean's very thankful that his daughter is so damn stubborn – that rings a bell, don't it? –, not letting go of her plan to welcome Jojo in the circle of her close friends. He has lost count of all the times they had play dates and Cara came home from school with the quiet girl in tow, helping her with their homework until she warmed up to them and invited them over to meet her dad. Dean and Roman instantly felt connected; their friendship is still growing stronger with each day. He never thought it'd be that easy to find a kindred spirit.

Cara used to ask a lot of questions about Seth at first, dead set on finding her dad a boyfriend, but she stopped once she saw how at ease he felt with Ro at his side, while he only fidgeted around forlornly whenever she mentioned Seth. His angel keeps her mouth shut for his sake but he catches her looking at him sometimes, her green eyes full of a sadness she shouldn't even be conscious of yet.

'Ya got a babysitter?' Dean bites into his almond cookie, nodding though he's not sure Dolph will be so eager – let alone free in the middle of the week – to watch over two kids. Since he feels better if Roman asks around for one too, just in case, he voices his worries, all the while emptying his coffee because it's almost time for him to go.

Roman waves it off, muttering something about a huge, Samoan family and that one of them will help out without complaining, happy to see Jojo again when an oddly familiar voice rings out, a pleasant shiver running down his spine. What the fuck is wrong with him?

'I could help out, I love kids all ages. Ugh, that sounded weird. I meant, I'm an awesome sitter.'

Dean never realized how much he missed the guy and his awkward rambling – even after knowing him for only a couple of minutes – but now that Seth is standing in front of him, Dean finally feels grounded again. This is where he belongs. He shouldn't give his heart and soul alike to this goober but as it would seem that has already happened. He's a lost cause. But at least Dean can tell himself that only happened because he didn't bang anyone for years, let alone sustain a working relationship.

No need to show his obvious weakness to that dumbo though.

'Like I would trust you with my only child,' he mutters grumpily, watching in fascination how Seth pushes his feet off the chair once more to casually sit down and scatter his stuff. Dean can't make out any words in the mess that are the other's notes and tilting his head to try and do so would give him away. It sucks because he won't be able to tell Cara what the guy does for a living.

'Who's that?' Ro's bewildered query jerks him out of his thoughts and he catches his best friend staring at Seth as if the kid has sprouted a second head. Not even his buddy has ever dared to interrupt Dean's time off this rudely or to even sit down at his table without an invitation.

Seth, possessing the carelessness of the youth, grins up at his Samoan friend and holds out a hand. 'Seth. Pleased to meet you.' Roman doesn't take the offered hand; simply throws a questioning look at Dean but what can he do? Kid's got guts; something he definitely appreciates. So ultimately, he just sighs, uncertain how to react. And it's not like he could tell Ro anything about the kid or explain his presence.

'See ya tomorrow then,' his best friend mumbles as a he gets up and walks away, waving at a beaming Bayley on his way out.

Once they're more or less alone Dean bends forward, his nose catching a sweet mixture of perfume and rich coffee. He could wake up to that smell for the rest of his life. 'You have a death wish?' he hisses, congratulating himself for sounding pissed off instead of aroused or desperate.

Seth blinks dumbfounded before he smiles brightly, the goddamn colors in the coffee shop coming to life, almost blinding him with their intensity. He feels like he just walked into the movie _A Single Man_, taking Colin Firth's place. How awfully cliché. Yet he craves more. See? That's how boring his private life has become. To make things worse the nerd glasses on Seth's nose glide own a bit while he chuckles and Dean observes entranced how tanned fingers correct that.

'Why? Because I asked to babysit your daughter? What's her name by the way?'

It's not like he doesn't want to tell the other everything about Cara – he is so proud of her and loves his baby girl so much that he wants the whole world to know – but he still stays silent, something holding him back. Angrily he realizes it's fear.

Instead of giving the kid the answer he is entitled to, Dean rather chooses to take in the other's appearance. Contrary to last time he's neither dripping wet nor covered in mud. Still wearing glasses, though these are different ones. There are also yet again the impossibly tight, well-fitting skinny jeans, the Glamour Kills shirt and a baseball cap, hair tied into a small ponytail.

He also continues to look dapper as fuck though he could trim his beard a bit. It's not yet Duck Dynasty style but he's getting there. Next time they meet he'll fit perfectly in that odd family. Wait a sec. Did he just think about the next time? Okay, what is wrong with him and how can he stop this?

'Cause ya keep pissin' me off. Why always my table? There are at least five free ones today.'

The kid doesn't even look ashamed, just grins from ear to ear before shrugging nonchalantly. 'You'll leave in a minute anyway which means your seat is warm.' One of those guys, huh?

'Plus, I dig your choice of books. Have you read anything by Steve Mosby yet?' Yup, that guy is one of his favorite authors. But as much as he'd like to philosophize about him, Dean seriously has to go. It's already one past twelve and in all these years he's never been late on a Sunday.

'Sure have, I'm not living under a rock. Gotta go now, kiddo. Enjoy my seat,' he mutters, standing up and watching intrigued how Seth instantly slips into his chair, wiggling around with his glorious booty as if that would make the seat more comfortable.

Before he can step through the door Seth calls out, 'Hey, Dean? It's too warm. You farted as a parting gift?'

He stops dead in his tracks, every pair of eyes in the shop directed at him, and he wants to growl something or let that idiot be, but he can only smile at Seth's boldness, shaking his head in wonder and awe. Kid's got huge balls. Good to know.

'Nope, 'm not you,' he retorts, smirking back at the other while ignoring Bayley and Summer's curious looks. 'But I can punch you in the face until you can bathe in your own blood; let's see how warm that'll be.'

Seth simply winks at him, munching on the cookie Dean left for him as he starts working on his notes as if their interaction already is a part of his life. One that he doesn't ever want to miss. Dean lets his gaze wander to the counter and he waves at the girls apologetically when he sees Paige stare with an open mouth at him and Seth, not sure which one of them just lost it. No other living person has dared to torment Dean mercilessly and got away with it. Everyone expects him to declare them mortal enemies now. Surprisingly, he doesn't have the intention of harming the guy. But he would love to handcuff the other to his bed someday.

He grins, looking back at the guy through the window front of the _Pumpkin_. Cara will love to hear about their meeting today.

* * *

><p>'Did you ask for his last name? Or number?' No. He was too astounded to even think straight. 'Do you know what he's doing or where he works?' Another shake of his head that discourages Cara. She really seems to root for a guy she's never even met.<p>

'Is he single? Is he like you?' she keeps on prodding with her childlike curiosity; overjoyed that Seth is once again a hot topic, and Dean is at a complete loss what to say. He still knows next to nothing about Seth and it's a mystery to him why she can't get the stranger out of her head. Like father, like daughter.

'Dad,' she kinda chides him with a stern face, 'you have to know _something_. Does he wear a ring on his finger?'

What the hell? He can't believe his seven year old baby girl has better ideas than him. Dean stared at Seth's hands so often, yet he never bothered to look for signs of a marriage. Roman, for example, still wears his wedding ring, so all the single ladies don't hit on him more than they already do.

Dean suspects that it's mostly because his friend hasn't given up on his wife yet. If there's a child involved parents usually try their best to mend things. Ro's marriage seems to be over – from what he's heard so far – but his best friend isn't someone who gives up easily. He really loves his wife with all his heart and he won't stop fighting until the day he dies. Dean will be there for him all along the way; no matter where they end up.

'I'll check if I meet him again,' he promises Cara who furrows her brow and gives him a dirty look before she claims he could leave her alone; she's independent and old enough to use the swing in their garden all on her own. Peachy. She's mad he apparently doesn't even try to charm the pants off Seth. Seems like she meant it when she said she'd like a bratty kid to be a part of their lives.

Without uttering another word he sits down on a deckchair, watching his daughter swing back and forth, the pensive expression on her face turning into one of pure joy the longer she pushes herself off the ground. Grabbing his tablet to go over some of his notes for work, he listens to the cheerful laughter of his child, the thought of Seth getting pushed into the darkest corner of his mind.

They've baked brownies once he came back from the _Pumpkin_ earlier – two minutes late – and the whole garden smells delicious. It's a mouth watering scent and he can't wait to finally eat them.

Funny how a child changes everything. Back when Cara entered his life he had been an awful cook, only able to prepare the most basic and uncomplicated dishes, but after he'd learned to make puree, he took some crash courses and lulled himself to sleep with every cooking show on television. He also spent a small fortune on recipe books and guides. Every day after work he stood in the kitchen, practicing until his kid stopped spitting out his meals.

He's nowhere near being Gordon Ramsay but he can bake like he was born to do it, so they declared Sunday their sweet tooth day, making something horribly fat and tasty to eat it fresh out of the oven until they can barely move anymore. That's when they retreat into his king-sized bed to watch a Disney movie or some kid show on TV.

In the evening Dean used to bath Cara but she has reached the age where she wants to do that all by herself – didn't he say it? She grows up way too fast. At least she still lets him comb her hair until it's almost dry, so he can braid it. He only knows the most basic ones but she's happy either way and in the end that's all that matters to him. Everything for his little girl.

Only eight years ago he was an alcoholic, took drugs, smoked cigarettes and slept with myriads of people but ever since Renee died and a one-year-old barged into his desolate and destructive life he changed his behavior drastically. Cara is the most important thing now and her happiness makes his chest swell with pride and love too.

A decade ago he'd have flipped someone off if they'd told him he'd one day be content with freshly baked brownies and a little girl holding out her thin arms to run towards him for a tight hug. Or that he'd worry about another human being so fucking much that he sometimes can't breathe anymore. Just the thought of losing her shatters his heart and practically kills him.

'Do you like him?' He opens his eyes again, squinting at the sunlight blinding him. When did he doze off? Cara is still on the swing, feet shuffling around in the grass, looking at her father inquisitive.

'Like who?' he yawns heartily while checking his mobile phone. In only three minutes he has to take the brownies out of the oven. Thank God she woke him up with her question or else the fire alarm would've gone off again. He really doesn't need Ro turning up here because of a fake alarm, laughing at him for managing to burn something again.

Cara jumps down the swing and runs over, spinning herself around his chair, giggling at her skirt flying due to her quick movements. 'Seth,' she yells cheerfully, swaying a bit when she skids to a halt. Of course. It's like her whole world only revolves around that mysterious stranger. He should stop sharing everything with his daughter.

Dean tousles her blond locks, breathing in the warm but fresh air. 'I don't even know him, princess.'

She crosses her arms over her chest, contemplating his words. He hasn't entertained the thought of having another partner for years and he's well aware that Cara will sooner or later need somebody else than just him. Thing is, he got very picky over the past few years. It's his life mission to find the perfect second parent for his baby girl.

'Do you have to know someone to like them?' she queries, biting on her bottom lip.

His first instinct is to chuckle and say _yes_ but he stops himself in the last second. She's got a point. Children and fools tell the truth. 'No. Can never hurt though, Car,' he answers instead, pulling her in to kiss her on the forehead before he announces that their feast is ready.

The prospect of sweets is enough to dispel any thoughts of Seth from her mind – good, because he honestly can't tell how much more he could take before he'd admit that he wants the other walk around the house barefoot too. She lets out a delighted yelp and runs into the kitchen, bouncing up and down until he's caught up with her, turning off the oven. They both take a deep breath when he opens it, the rich, aromatic scent wafting through the air. He takes their brownies out and they both sit down, eyes fixed on the dark mixture as if their impatient stares alone will make them cool off faster. All they need is for them not to burn their mouths. Still warm, this stuff tastes like little, fluffy pieces of heaven.

'He offered to babysit you.' Seriously? The moment Cara stops talking about him, Dean brings him up, so he can somehow justify the other constantly filling his brain? He's not a teenager anymore; he should be better than that. Maybe he can tell himself it's the sugar in his system. Dean never wanted his daughter to know this detail, yet he can't stop his lips from moving when it comes to Seth. Even if he'd never admit it loud, he could speak about that two-toned dweeb all day long. _That's_ how boring his life is.

Seth touched him somewhere deep down and so far Dean hasn't found a way to get rid of him again. Like the kid is clinging to his soul with all his might.

Cara's mouth drops open ungracefully and her green eyes turn a shade darker. 'Dad, please tell me you said yes.' Fuck no. Dolph is more than good enough for that job. Dean needed _years_ to trust him with his princess, he sure as hell won't let some random dude take care of her just cause he can't control his dick or emotions.

He shakes his head, stuffing his mouth with another brownie to stall for time. Honestly, he has no idea why he's so vehemently against that idea. Maybe cause it would make everything so real. Cara used to be the perfect excuse to have some fun once in a while without the threat of it becoming serious. Now though he's interested in more than just a good fuck and Dean fears he's forgotten how to have a healthy relationship. Not that he ever had one. He also is hella scared to let the wrong person into their lives.

His silence drives Cara crazy; her face getting redder with each passing second. Being mad at him even made her forget that she's eating very awesome brownies – if he might say so himself. Time to act like a responsible father.

'Cariño, I'm not leaving you alone with a complete stranger. He could be a pervert and dangerous.' He's definitely smart enough to be at least the latter.

'I think I'm falling in love with Dolph. And in case you didn't know, he's totally into me,' she blindsides him and Dean chokes on his bite. He knows exactly why she's doing this – clever, manipulating girl; definitely his bad influence – but this is _not_ funny. He doesn't want to hear those words until she's well over eighteen. Sixteen. Fourteen tops. Not seven. _Never_ seven.

'Please, do your worst,' he's able to squeeze out of his too tight throat, feeling the shock leave his body. Good, he's back on well-known territory. 'I'm sure Ziggler is _dying_ to get his hands on you. Why chase after same-aged if he can get multiple partners in jail for touching a minor? He'd never survive one week in there.' Mostly because Dean would let him get killed after each inmate got ten minutes to torture him.

She grimaces, knowing full well that she's way too young for all those things. As soon as he thought she was ready for her first, slightly censored grownup talk, they had it. Not the birds and the bees shit, Dean isn't someone to sugarcoat anything. No, he told her everything about the good stuff but also about all the bad things, especially the bad people. He doesn't want her to be one of those kids that climb into a nondescript van and all the police ever find is a broken, cold body.

He wanted Cara to know that there are horrible people out there; people who only wish to harm others. Dean thought it necessary for her to be aware of the dangers and temptations this world has to offer. He'd have appreciated that talk as a kid too. Sadly, he had to learn the hardest way possible.

'I want to meet him.' She's pouting now, sounding as if she's about to cry. God dammit. This is not how he wanted this Sunday to go. It's not Seth-day, for fuck's sake. But his biggest weakness are these teary, olive green eyes. Naturally, he caves in almost immediately. 'I've only seen him during daddy-time and I have no damn clue when he'll show up again.'

'Swear,' she scolds him with a huge smile, picking up a few stray crumbs. Dean sighs, fishing a dollar bill out of his jeans to put it in the swear jar. How come he's always the only one filling the stupid glass? A few more slurs and they can go to Disneyland.

Cara resumes inhaling her brownie, though he can sense that she's a tiny bit angry. What should he do now? Take her with him until Seth honors them with his presence? Even if that could potentially take months; but most importantly, he's not convinced he'd like for them to meet yet. He needs to check the kid out first, make sure he won't break Cara's heart. Or his.

'You want me to ask for his number?' It's supposed to be a joke to lighten the mood and cheer her up but he can't continue to tease her once he witnesses Cara's whole face light up at his suggestion. She's way too eager to get to know a stranger, so the overprotective father in him emerges, making him ask suspiciously, 'Dolph didn't do something to you that you suddenly don't want him to keep an eye on you anymore?' It wouldn't be the first time he trusted someone only to get stabbed in the back.

She rolls her eyes, getting payback by tormenting him with her silence. C is a tiny devil, if she wants to be. She figured out very early only how to get everything she desires. 'Nope,' she finally eases his mind, licking her fingers clean one by one. 'But Seth sounds really interesting. I want to see his hair.'

Figures. Dean laughs surprised, querying amused, 'That all? His hair fascinates you?' She targets the last brownie and Dean shoves it towards her with a tiny head tilt but she only asks for his permission to use the sharp knife and cut the piece in half. He has no clue how he of all people deserved to be blessed with such a wonderful child. Sure, she can be bratty and she does get on his nerves from time to time but then she does things like sharing the last brownie with him. Things that make him feel like he doesn't suck that badly, like not everything he touches withers away. She is all the good and innocent he had left in him after he got lost in the darkness.

'No,' Cara snickers, 'I already told you that I like the way you smile when you talk about him.' She did and he still doesn't even realize he's doing it. This Seth better be worth it.

* * *

><p>'Did Cara deify that substitute teacher too? Jojo just won't shut up about him.' Dean nods and takes a large gulp of his beer, thinking with a bittersweet sadness that he stopped liking the taste of it long ago. He only keeps on drinking out of kindliness and habit.<p>

It's a sunny day, yet not too hot. Dean hates summer, he's more of a fall guy, when all the leaves turn red and he and Cara can jump on them in their garden, enjoying the crunching sound. He loves sitting on his daughter's swing in the pouring rain or watching thunderstorms roll over their little home. Summer is generally the season he gets the most lethargic. Plus all kinds of people run around on the streets, searching for a way escape the scorching heat. Pools are always too full, there's a huge waiting line in every ice cream shop, zoos are so well-attended that Cara never sees the attractions, it's too bright and he has no excuse to stay in his own house anymore. Not with a kid that wants to see the world. Thank God his best friend invited them over for a spontaneous barbecue today.

Roman gets up to flip over the burgers and sausages while Dean checks on the girls having fun on the trampoline in the far corner of the garden. His friend has a surprisingly huge residence for a single father who has to pay aliments. Maybe Dean should start a career as firefighter too. Seems like it gets you tons of money. Then again, he'd see Cara a lot less and he's not yet ready to let her go like that.

Dean nods once more when Ro looks back at him, remembering the question. 'My ears are already bleeding. It's always Mr Zayn this, Mr Zayn that. I'm getting a little jealous,' he cracks a joke because he's not really mad Cara keeps on talking incessantly about the man, since it means she stopped bothering him with Seth. The only times she recalls the other's existence is when he comes home on Sundays with one of Paige's self-baked cookies.

'A real ladies' man, our Sami Zayn,' Roman chuckles. 'I heard the boys like him too,' Dean adds, grinning up at his friend while waving at their daughters who both start to giggle as if they badly try to hide that they're gossiping about him. It probably has something to do with either their teacher or Seth. Cara can't fool him. He's a living, breathing bullshit detector.

Roman offers him the first grilled hamburger and calls the girls to come eat. It's not really surprising that the conversation still only revolves around Miss Bliss' bearded substitute teacher. They've heard all the stories multiple times already – Dean feels like Car has never talked about anyone else in her entire life – but they let their exuberant kids ramble on. Sometimes Dean can't help but think that his princess stresses the looks of other men she meets to coerce him into being interested in at least one of them. He briefly wonders if Jojo ever does that too. He highly doubts it.

'You gonna be there for the parent-children picnic next weekend?' Roman asks, finally able to interrupt the girls when Cara takes a break to inhale.

'Yup,' he says after swallowing – usually, he wouldn't mind talking with a full mouth but he wants to show his daughter that, outside of home, manners are a thing. Not that she needs a reminder; he simply feels better telling himself he is somewhat responsible for her stellar behavior.

'What about you?' Ro doesn't answer, just looks at his daughter with a special kind of melancholy. Dean has seen that expression too many times in the mirror and on his friend's face. On more occasions than he can handle. He knows exactly what it means. Jojo smiles bravely but her eyes are as unhappy as her father's. 'Galina wants to be there; says it's her turn.' Dean doesn't add anything even though he'd love to tell his brother what he thinks of his wife. There are better moments to argue about that, no need to do it in front of the kids. Not even Dean is that inconsiderate.

So he simply offers with a carefree tone, swallowing another bite of the tasty burger, 'You could be our plus one if ya want cause you should be there.' Not only because there'll be lots of awful games and activities that help forging the parent-child bond but also cause a kid needs both, especially if they're still alive.

Cara nods excitedly, bouncing her head up and down so fervently that her silky hair starts to fall out the ponytail Dean made in a hurry. 'Please say yes, uncle Ro,' she yells, jumping out her seat to hug Roman around the waist. She's grown so fond of his friend in next to no time – even faster than Dean – that she saw him as a part of their family once she got to meet the man.

'We never had a plus one, you have to say you will.' Cara can be very convincing though Dean suspects that Roman wouldn't reject their offer, just so he can be close to Jojo, even if his wife is currently sick of him.

The quiet Samoan girl grins a bit shyly – he can emphasize with her; C is a handful and as demanding as her father – before she presses her lips together expectantly until Ro finally agrees. Dean watches his princess clap her hands together to embrace her friend in a fit of overwhelming happiness, missing completely the frown on Roman's face.

She's too young to understand that Galina will hog Jojo all to herself during the picnic and his best friend will be reduced to just watching from afar. But at least he'll be there on that day. Unlike Dean and Cara the two don't get to spend much time together due to Ro working in shifts and the whole _living in divorce_ thing.

Whenever he can, Dean takes the girl home with him, supervising the two doing their homework, playing hide and seek with them while making sure to let them win a couple of times until Roman picks his daughter up late at night. And sometimes, when rousing Jojo from her dream would be too cruel, he lets his best friend crash on the couch so that the four of them can have breakfast together.

'Thanks,' Ro says warmly, patting Cara on the head. Dean waves it off, grinning lopsidedly. 'You can't leave me alone with Mr Zayn and his two biggest fangirls. I'm scared she'll try to play Cupid.' They all laugh even though Dean would think his daughter capable of doing that. One day he'll retaliate by scaring her first partner as good as he can. He won't accept anyone in his daughter's life who doesn't love her with all their heart. They have to convince him first.

'Mr Zayn is not a good match. And you still have Seth, daddy,' Cara needlessly reminds him with a stern face – damn, he hoped she'd have forgotten that dumbo already – and Roman's head whips around. 'Seth? The kid from Paige's place?' God dammit, here they go then. Well done, C.

His princess stares numbly at his brother, her mouth dropping open ungracefully, mind clearly stumbling over itself. Now she'll never stop bugging him with the two-toned dweeb. Taking what she wants, Cara sits on Roman's lap, ignoring her father's begging glances, muttering conspiratorially, 'You know him? Have you seen him too? What is he like?'

She's bombarding Ro with so many questions that Dean hides his face in his hands while considering to down the whole bottle of beer to ask for harder shit. Why is she so fixated on Seth? Sure, the guy is handsome, quick witted, funny and has a lot of nerves but as of now, Dean would only bang him once to get this fucking weird attraction out of his system and move on with his life because he and Seth have nothing in common. He's not the right guy for Cara. Besides, Dean isn't even looking for someone. It's Car who wants him to have a relationship again.

'Sorry, sweet pea, I've only seen him fleetingly,' Roman explains while tucking a stray lock back into her ponytail, 'but I can tell you that he's very brazen. Kinda cute too if that's your thing.' Cara squees delightedly and drags Joelle back to the trampoline to hop around on it in all her childish glory. Her joyful laugh is so contagious that even Jojo giggles, grabbing Cara's hands so they can jump up and down together. Their hushed, secretive whispering should worry him.

Yet he's way more concerned about his baby girl being so fixated on Seth. Hopefully it's just a really long phase that'll pass as fast as it came. Thankfully kids are skittish like that. All he needs to do is lay low for a while, avoid mentioning the other's name and stop going to the _Pumpkin_ until they've both forgotten the kid even exists.

Roman clears his throat, emptying his bottle to get up and bring himself a new one, side-eyeing Dean, a gleeful smirk creeping over his face. 'Seth? Anything you wanna confess?' Dean just shakes his head, choosing not to open his mouth again. He never wanted the kid to become a motherfucking thing. As it would seem he completely failed.

* * *

><p>It's Friday night and Dean is still busy making cupcakes for tomorrow's picnic. An hour ago – after the third batch – he suddenly felt the overwhelming urge to throw all of them on the ground and stomp around on the baked goods with the intention to flip that Sami Zayn off in front of all the innocent kids if he dares to inquire what happened to the promised mini cakes.<p>

Next time he'll order them at the _Pumpkin_, no matter how adamant his own daughter is about making them themselves. Cara had passed out a few hours ago with her head on the kitchen island, so Dean carried her upstairs to finish everything alone.

Angrily he stirs the dough, wondering why he puts so much energy into this. He won't talk to anyone at the picnic anyway – the only exceptions being Ro, Car and Joelle; their teacher too if he really has to –, denying vehemently that he has anything to do with the dozens of cupcakes in case someone wants to know.

Dean has never been good with people and he'd have sawed his right foot off to not go to these events, but they mean so much to Cara that he can't do anything else but bite the bullet. She was generous enough to gift him with an almost entirely kid-free Sunday in return, spending Saturday night with her sandbox friend Megan to go the dolphinarium with the whole gang, Jojo included.

Since Roman has to work on Sunday, Dean will do absolutely nothing the whole day. So far he's even intending not to drive into the city to see Paige and her friends even though he hasn't missed out on a single week so far and Cara wouldn't talk to him for at least a month if he misses out on a possible opportunity to see Seth.

Who knows? Maybe this ominous Mr Zayn is someone for him, they'll get together and married, Car will have a second parent that she deserves, shut up about that two-toned kid and he could finally forget his existence. Like it's that easy.

One look at Sami Zayn in broad daylight and practically zero hours of sleep later, Dean takes everything back. Beard? Check. Overall nice, funny and hot? Check. Good with kids? Checked like a picnic tablecloth.

Thing is, no matter his various qualities, he's no Seth, which bothers him epically. He rolls his eyes at himself for pitting every man he meets against a guy he barely knows and maybe won't ever meet again. A guy who has no respect for Dean's privacy whatsoever and generally mostly gets on his nerves. God, he wants that idiot to be a part of his life really badly.

This is so frustrating.

Fine, he'll go to the _Pumpkin_ tomorrow in the hopes of the other being there, so he can talk to him one last time to decide once and for all if this is either a one night thing, a possible friendship or just a fun way to pass some time. Dean doesn't dare think about the fourth option, not wanting to make a fool out of himself for falling for a loud-mouthed kid. If Seth doesn't show up, it's over. Surely Cara will understand. He has a daughter now, can't just do as he pleases anymore. Dean can't drag some nonentity into her life. What if Seth hurts her, breaks her little heart after sneaking himself into it and burying himself so deep that they'll never be able to get rid of him again? He needs to protect the two of them alike. They've suffered enough already.

'You must be Mr Young then,' Sami Zayn greets him with a friendly, honest smile on his face, yanking him out of his thoughts that continue to revolve around Seth. If only he could rip this goof out of his head and be done with it.

'Ambrose,' he instinctively corrects the teacher as he shakes his head. He's prepared to hear one of the most annoying questions people ever threw at him but surprisingly it never comes. Either Cara explained their situation very well or her teacher doesn't want to be impolite by digging deeper.

'Call me Dean,' he offers way too loud, not quite sure why he just did that. Roman quickly catches up on his odd behavior, so he introduces himself with his first name too. 'My daughter's Joelle, but I'm only here as guest of the Ambrose-Young family.'

Sami blinks a couple of times, clearly confused, but ultimately his cheerful nature gains the upper hand and he beams at them. Dean can see that the other's a tad nervous about this picnic and he's about to ask how long he's working as a teacher already; Sami is faster though.

'Sure, everyone is welcome. The more, the merrier. If you ever want to talk, I'm more than willing to listen. I'm not only good with kids,' he offers casually, asking them to call him by his first name whenever the children aren't listening.

There's nothing left to say for the time being, so Dean wants to search for a nice sitting spot that's protected by a large tree and pretend he's not even here in case there'll be dull games. He's soon found his perfect hiding place, legs already moving towards it when he hears Sami mumble desperately, 'Where is he?'

Roman and Dean follow the teacher's gaze but other than giggling kids munching on sandwiches and sweets and happy couples sweating in the sun they can't see anything special. There's no one looking like he doesn't belong here. Except for Dean.

'You waitin' for someone?' Ro politely picks the conversation up again though his gaze lingers on his little girl, his expression turning lost and defeated. His friend should be there with her on the red and white blanket, divorce or not. Galina is a grown ass woman, she should get over whatever problem she has with her husband for Joelle's sake. Dean would do anything for Cara. And by that he means _anything_.

Sami turns towards them, carefree smile back in place, competing with the sun. Normally, Dean would groan now because people who always beam can't be real – the world isn't that awesome –, but for some odd reason he believes that this guy is just genuinely content. Delighted to be here, to host this event. Someone has had a lot of luck with the life he leads.

What a jerk. He probably has a functioning, overly awesome relationship too; a house he can easily pay for without working every waking hour, two point five perfect kids, a couple of adorable pets and an expensive, working car. Dean would love to hate Sami, yet he's just so charmingly friendly that it's kinda impossible.

'No. I mean yes. My fiancé should've been here by now since he has all the games in the car. He didn't tell me this morning he'd take mine,' the teacher explains – two fucking cars; he so has the wrong job – and Dean wonders if Cara has an astonishingly good gaydar or if Mr Zayn has told them he's engaged to a man.

'Games?' he grits out, dreading the premise of having to embarrass himself in front of everyone for the sake of his daughter again.

Roman tears his gaze away from Jojo and Galina to point to a guy walking up to them, carrying a huge box with horrible activities like twister. 'He the one? Mr Right?'

Dean manages to look the guy into the face after coming to terms with him having to play games he banned from his own home and all the blood in his body seems to turn to ice. He feels as if someone stabbed him in the heart with a huge poisoned dagger. His stomach drops and he covers his mouth, afraid to vomit on his own shoes.

He's been so goddamn stupid. How could he ever think that this could have been his chance to escape the lonely life he leads? Fate has fucked him over so often already, why did he hope it'd be different this time? The only good thing that ever happened to him is Cara and from the looks of it it'll stay that way.

His baby girl sees the man walking up to them the same time Sami does, her eyes going wide and she runs back to Dean, yelling like only an excited child can, 'Two different hair colors. Blond and brown. Just like Seth.' Of course. She _had_ to mention that.

'Somebody call my name?' that asshole asks, the grin on his face matching Sami's. Ugh. If Dean has to witness their lovey-dovey bullshit the whole day, he's gonna steal a knife and cut everybody's throats open. Or he'll leave early to cover their house in rotten eggs like they're still in high school. Why does this bother him so much? It's not like he and Seth had something.

Roman frowns, only now realizing that he's seen the guy once already and shoots Dean a worried glance. Oh for fuck's sake, could he stop that please? Dean doesn't need pity, not even from his best and only friend. He needs his old dealer or a couple of bourbon bottles. Maybe his lawyer too, since the _going on a rampage_ thing seems more likely with each passing second. Mostly because he loathes himself and his dumb weakness so much right now.

'_You_'re Seth,' his daughter squeals completely blown away and Dean can see that she's about to hug that fucktard. She'll be devastated when she hears about the engagement. They should go before he has to listen to Cara's heart breaking along with his own.

Seth hands Sami the box before he kneels down to look his baby girl in the eyes. 'I am, little lady. And you are?' Damn, he's really good with kids, so at least that wasn't a lie.

'Cara,' she bursts out, grabbing Dean's hand to tug him towards the two-toned cheater. 'And this is my dad. But you already know that, don't you?'

His beautiful, angel-faced devil.

It's only now that this Justin Bieber wannabe takes in the people surrounding him and his motherfucking face lights up like a goddamn Christmas tree as soon as he recognizes Dean. God, he looks like the male, grownup version of his daughter; they have the same sincere, affectionate expression. Hopefully, Car won't spill the beans, now that she's seen the man herself. Though he couldn't blame her.

'Dean,' the kid dares to address him as if they're intimate with each other and Roman quickly introduces himself a second time when he refuses to speak.

They can all be glad Sami didn't hear his daughter earlier, too busy with sifting through the box to listen to them reveal that Dean would've let an engaged man into his pants if this little game of theirs had continued. He might be acting childish but he's so close to grabbing his princess and getting the hell out of here. Having an uncomplicated fling is one thing. Being interested in a soon-to-be married man is an entirely different kind of crap he does not need in his life.

He doesn't bolt for Cara's sake – she was looking forward to this event so much – but he can't do anything against the hatred bubbling up inside of him. This will be a day full of torture for him, now though because of different reasons. He wishes he could go back in time and erase all their meetings from history.

'Your daughter is _gorgeous,_' Seth says. 'Never thought she'd be so pretty and polite, considering _you're_ her father.'

No, please, no. Not their usual banter. He'll want to reciprocate it, to enjoy what he considered _his_ up until now and if he has to play along it'll only result in him having a relapse. Cara and Roman sell him out, snickering in amusement like nothing's wrong while he can only stand there, torn between wanting to flip his shit and laughing since he'd have made that joke too – if their roles were reversed. Cocky son of a bitch.

'Very funny,' he finally grits out, unimpressed, forcing his body to keep still; which is really unnatural and weird for him. He feels so out of place, more than usual.

Seth winks at him, flashing a grin at Cara who graciously offers him a sadly not deadly cupcake with the treasonous words, 'My daddy made them. But I helped. At least with some of them. I fell asleep. Dad's cakes are the best, you have to try them.'

She _had_ to give that handsome jerk yet another reason to make fun of him. As if leading Dean on wasn't enough entertainment in the past.

Dean bites on his tongue to not moan, finally plopping down on his blanket in the shadows. So much for his plans with Seth and his intention to not tell anyone about his culinary skills. When will he learn that children always throw a wrench in their parents' plans?

They all follow him as if he invited them over to sit with him. Seth takes the offered goodie and bites into it, humming pleased before he gulps down the rest in one big bite, mumbling, 'Sheesh are more than good.' A few crumbs fly out of his mouth while he talks, some of them landing on Dean's jeans but he doesn't actually care. Hearing his daughter giggle uncontrollably makes it impossible for him to stay in serial killer mode.

Without asking for permission Seth leans over Dean's lap to slowly wipe the crumbs off him and grab himself another cupcake to stuff it into his big mouth. The other better not think Dean doesn't know what he's doing here. Right in front of his fiancé's eyes. The very man who still owes them an answer. Is Seth his Mr Right?

Not that Dean cares anymore but Cara is staring at Seth like she wants to marry him herself so he'll never walk out of her life again, making it hard for Dean to cut that goober out forever. Why do children complicate everything so much?

'So, Seth, you and Mr Zayn. When's the wedding and will there be free booze?'

* * *

><p>'So, Seth, you and Mr Zayn. When's the wedding and will there be free booze?' Roman shatters all his daughter's dreams as he sits down on Dean's right side to always have Jojo in his line of vision.<p>

Seth freezes, furrowing his brows, nodding at his fiancé – who gets up and starts a conversation with Lucy's parents – before his gaze meets Dean's. Confusion is reflected in the warm, brown eyes and for a second he is fooled by it. The other looks so lost and embarrassed that Dean wants to believe that this is all just a big misunderstanding. Knowing his luck it is exactly as it seems and he is the dupe once again.

Cara rests her tiny head on his shoulder, searching for body contact to reassure herself that everything will be okay because daddy always fixes their problems and that her surrogate uncle didn't just burst her bubble. Her thin voice shakes when she asks crestfallen, 'You're going to marry Mr Zayn?'

Seth doesn't answer – hopefully he choked on his tongue –, just stares at her wordlessly, sympathy and guilt crashing over Dean and his daughter alike. He never wanted to see his girl being heartbroken but this nitwit singlehandedly did it.

It's bothering him that he can't tell what's annoying him more. That Seth turned his head or that he stupidly gave Cara the false hope of a functional, happy family with two parents. With Seth. If he weren't trying to contain the seething rage inside he'd crack a joke about how butthurt he and his baby are because of this. This jam is exactly why he wanted to stay a single dad because he tends to get fucked over one way or another.

'Yes, that's the plan, sunshine,' Seth finally mutters haltingly, an apologetic smile dancing over his lips. What a peculiar choice of words.

Cara bites on her cheek and flashes him a pleading glance. She has heard enough. Before she opens her mouth he already knows what she'll say. 'Dad, I think I ate too many of our cupcakes. I feel sick. Can we go home?'

She's fine, apart from her broken spirit, and she just lied but Dean doesn't chide her. Quite frankly, he's more than glad that she had the guts to end this charade, so they both can get out of here. He feels so bad for her, since she truly wanted him to be happy and in a relationship again; more so than Dean himself.

Ignoring Seth entirely – deciding in that moment that no guy on earth is worth so much trouble –, he turns towards his best friend who is another victim of this screwed up situation. 'Ya stayin'?'

Roman looks yearningly at his girl but wordlessly gets up anyway before Seth can protest. He too knows when he's needed the most. So his best friend jogs over to Joelle to kiss her on the top of her hair after greeting his maybe soon ex-wife, jogging towards Dean's car since he and C already fled the scene.

'Will I see you in the _Pumpkin_?' Seth calls after them but Dean doesn't pay him any attention, just keeps on walking while raging inside because his baby girl got hurt by a random stranger _he_ dragged into her head and heart alike. This is _his_ fault and he won't ever make that mistake again.

A married man; what the fuck was he thinking? Dean has done a lot of stupid and despicable things in his past but he can't and won't be responsible for ruining a relationship. Sami Zayn seems like a seriously nice guy and Dean couldn't stand taking his happiness away from him because of selfish reasons. He _is_ a scumbag; however, this is a line he won't cross. For nobody.

'Dean,' comes the last desperate try to talk him – to persuade him to change his mind – and he jumps into his car, almost driving away without Roman since it's taking his friend so long to get in. Cruising through the street with venom in his blood to drop off the friend he disappointed too today, Dean swears to himself that he'll pretend Seth doesn't even exist from now on. Out of sight, out of mind. Should he meet him at the _Pumpkin_, he'll do what he always does: pretend he's deaf and mute for two hours. Thank God he got blessed with the ability to completely zonk out mentally, forgetting the world around him entirely.

One day he'll stumble over the dork and his chest won't constrict, his mind will no longer tell him that he was more intrigued and taken with the other than he wants to admit.

'We forgot the cupcakes,' Cara's voice bounces off the insides of the vehicle and it sounds so fragile and lost that he steps hard on the brakes; the car coming to a halt in the middle of the road. Awesome move, with a kid in the back. He is lucky no one was driving behind him or else he could call an ambulance now.

'You stayed up all night to make them for me and we just left them.' Who cares about the stupid cupcakes? Perhaps Seth will choke on one. Would serve him right.

Dean turns towards his daughter, winking playfully to signal her that all things shall be fine. They won't be broken by a cheating liar. One day they'll look back on this and laugh until they cry and get hiccups. If they're lucky, they'll even stand over Seth's body, drowning that useless sack of meat in a pond.

'It's okay, C. I'm sure your mates and Mr Zayn enjoy them. Cupcakes aren't even our thing, sweetie, right?' He has no clue where he gets the strength to say all this but he's infinitely glad that he still only wants to murder Seth and not Mr Happy-Go-Lucky. The man doesn't deserve this or Dean's hate; having done nothing wrong. Except for loving a guy Dean wants all to himself. So much for this not becoming a fucking thing.

Ro doesn't comment on anything, sitting in the passenger seat and giving them some much needed family time while staring at a graffiti a few buildings ahead as if it's the most interesting thing he's ever seen. Never has Dean liked the Samoan more than in this very instant. Why couldn't he fall for his brother? He'd be the perfect addition to the two of them. And Dean loves Jojo like his own daughter.

But no, his life has to be overly complicated because easy would be boring. Fuck this shit. Cara needs him at his best now and he doesn't intent on letting her down ever again.

'Aren't you sad that Seth and Mr Zayn are together, getting– you know,' she whispers, her green eyes shimmering dangerously. She's close to crying, so he better get a move on. Before he can come up with a bullshit answer she opens her quivering lips once more. 'Uncle Ro and Galina didn't stay together. Maybe– maybe Mr Zayn will leave Seth too. No offense, uncle Ro.'

'None taken, sweet pea,' his friend replies in a friendly tone but Dean can see him press his mouth together, so nothing else will tumble out that could potentially hurt Car. He has the overwhelming urge to snap at his daughter why Seth is so fucking important to her, why she can't let this go and move on.

Shocked, he realizes that she's no better than him. That his reluctance to just end this, his wavering resolve and uncertainty rubbed off on his girl. He was the one sharing tidbits about Seth with her, bringing him up whenever they crossed paths. As long as he shows her that this bothers him – even if it's only by sensing his inner turmoil since she is perceptive like that – she'll continue to pick up on it and mirror her father's emotions.

So, for the peace of mind of them both, he looks her deep in the eyes, saying softly but sternly, 'Enough. We don't wish others to fail in their relationship. We don't destroy other couples. You and me, we're gonna be happy for them, okay? Because we're better than that. That's what people do; letting go. We'll find someone else. And until then, it's you and me. Sound good?'

She nods, tears welling up in her eyes. His brave little girl. Dean will protect her from pain like this, that is the one lesson he'll take from this. Never again will he be the cause of her misery.

'Me and you,' she repeats, snuffling, even able to crack a smile when he hands her a wrinkled tissue. 'Us against the world.' That's the spirit. He's fucked up a lot things but Dean is a hundred percent sure he made a good person out of Cara.

Okay, most of the time he's fairly certain all the credit belongs to him. Right now, he's just really proud of both of them. They're gonna make it through this rough patch too.

* * *

><p>Life weirdly simply goes on after that and soon Cara is back to being her bouncy, carefree self. Dean tries to move on too, to forget he ever stumbled across Seth but it's surprisingly, frustratingly hard for him. Every time he's alone – in his bed or in between small breaks during work – the other randomly pops up in his mind again. Resistant like a fucking cockroach. Equally hard to kill too.<p>

With a heavy heart Dean lets go of the last thing connecting him to the guy. He stops going to the _Pumpkin_ roughly two months after that fateful Saturday. The fear – and exhilaration – of running into Seth never allowed him to relax there, taking away his only hiding place. And he hasn't been able to finish a single book since then, so he decided it was time for a new Sunday tradition.

He'll miss Paige and her free cookies though. And the other girls who were always so nice to him. Maybe Bayley not so much, since she always tried to hug him. Who is he trying to kid, he'll miss her in particular. No one walks up to him and goes _yes, I wanna give you love, so just accept it_. That coffee shop was his everything and Seth ruined even that. Maybe one day he'll come back, once he's in a relationship and over his fantasies about sweet revenge or intending on redefining the meaning of evil.

Cara is the really strong one of them, being confronted with Sami every day at school and still coming home with the most joyful smile on her pinkish lips. She deals with this whole matter way better than Dean ever could. How he wishes he could have the blissful ignorance of the youth once more too.

His new Dean-time consist of lounging in a deckchair in his backyard to read his books there; now blending out Dolph and Cara for three whole hours, thanks to him not having to go anywhere anymore. And their sitter asked to not cut his money, since he needs it for his dates. It's kinda weird and useless paying someone to watch over his baby girl when he's at home too but Dolph is part of their life already and as long as they still click so well, Dean will find a way to pay for everything with his salary.

Things are back to normal – finally – until he picks up their mail with a slice of toast stuck in the corner of his mouth and a cup of coffee in his left hand. He can't believe what he's seeing there, lying on the floor all innocently, mocking him. There's a fucking wedding invitation among his bills and dunning letters. For a while he just stares at it, not sure what to do, though his whole being itches to get his gun and shoot the idiot right between the eyes.

In the end he simply picks it up and burns it in the sink without opening the damn thing, so Cara won't accidentally find it. She's doing so good and he doesn't want her to fall back into the stage of feeling betrayed by Seth while missing what could have been at the same time. Dean just hopes that Mr Zayn doesn't tell his class that he apparently invited everyone. At least he hopes every parent got an invitation and not just him.

How dare that asshole send them one anyway? How many hints does he need to get that neither Dean nor Car want anything to do with him? He even gave up the _Pumpkin_ and that's like the second biggest sacrifice he could ever make.

After the arrival of the silky white letter he dreads the return of his daughter each day anew, fearing he'll hear her accuse him of withholding that piece of information on purpose because Mr Zayn asked about their still missing answer after talking animatedly about parts of his wedding ceremony. But every time she walks through that door and puts her keys in the bowl next to the telephone she hugs him enthusiastically, not mentioning her teacher at all. He can tell that she's hiding things from him to protect him but Dean also knows that none of this has to do with the envelope he burnt. Sami hasn't said anything. Maybe he doesn't even know that Seth found out his address and sent it.

And then, one windy day, she comes home – her hair all disheveled and a few raindrops gliding down her new glasses – with the happy news that Miss Bliss is back. Dean can't even tell how relieved he is when he hears that. He's never liked Alexa more than in this moment because it means that Sami and Seth have _finally_ vanished completely from both their lives.

He should be grateful, should rejoice but all day he walks around his own house restlessly, feeling weirdly numb and lonely.

'It's over,' he whispers into the mirror at night, after he tucked Cara into bed and read a _Goosebumps_ book – a relic from his own childhood – with her. Dean stares in his own blue eyes and isn't in the least surprised when his voice doesn't sound very convincing. He must have hit his head or something; falling for a jackass like Seth in just a matter of minutes.

Sighing he turns off the lights and crawls in his bed, somehow _knowing_ that the worst is yet to come.


	2. Chapter 2

_Cara, I hope this brightens up your day just as much as you light up mine. I am so proud of you and I want to thank you for being such an awesome person, a great friend and a true inspiration. I love you. _(Also thanks to my bestie for reading over this even though, well, you know. You're the best 3)

* * *

><p>With Alexa Bliss teaching his kid again, Dean agreed to pick Cara up from school almost daily to drive her and her friends home, so they could do their homework together and play right afterwards. Without the threat of accidentally running into Sami Zayn, he feels safe enough to show himself in public. The last thing he wants is to hear something about Seth or get asked why they haven't answered the invitation yet.<p>

Today, he'll bring the girls to their soccer training, taking Jojo with him because Ro's still working and he can't bear the thought of her being all alone the livelong day. What if Galina finds out and tries to get sole custody?

The quiet child has no talent for the sport whatsoever, so Dean sits down with her on the bleachers, debating if he should either talk to her – or rather, _at_ her – or let her do her school stuff while Cara runs around on the pitch, being completely in her element, having fun with her friends. Jenna left the team last year to go to a dancing class but she still supports the girls at every game, sometimes already running to coach Neidhart until she remembers that she can't take part anymore. Dean is sure she'll find a way to do both dancing and soccer; not only cause she's the best six and a half year old midfielder he's ever seen. Jenna may struggle a lot but she always finds her way.

Dean is about to relax and enjoy the good weather when Jojo speaks up, the words coming out too fast for him him to catch up with. He was so sure there'd be utter silence for an hour that he's only able to smile in surprise at her question.

'My parents can't fix their marriage, can they?'

Fuck. First, she rarely talks to him and the one time she does, it's _this_. What's he supposed to do now? Comfort her and lie, making everything worse once the truth comes out or tell her his honest opinion?

'Jo, I dunno. But your dad won't give up on your mom anytime soon. He'll fight.' Even though Dean thinks he's already lost the war. As much as it pains him, he just _can't_ picture a happy ending for these two. Still, he keeps on hoping for Joelle's sake that he's wrong about it.

She sighs, watching Cara run her heart out on the field, doing a great job as a defender, with a gloomy expression on her face. His competitive daughter won't let any ball reach her goalkeeper Liz. Man, she's a beast. He huffs out a barely audible laugh and looks back at Jojo, wishing desperately to make her beam at him, to help her forget all the things a child her tender age shouldn't worry about.

'Hey, cheer up, sweet pea. It's not your fault, don't let the voice in your head tell you that,' he tries to lighten the mood, praying his mouth will miraculously release soothing words cause he has no damn clue how he should react. Dean's still reeling from the _when will you die, daddy? Don't leave me like mom did_talk he had with Cara a while ago.

'Sometimes people just drift apart. Doesn't mean they stopped loving you. You're still their baby girl and they'd do anything for you.' He's sure he and Renee would've found a tradeoff too, if she'd still be alive. Where there's a will, there's a way.

'I just want them to be happy again.' God damn. Why do little girls always break his heart? Since he doesn't think anything he says could be helpful, Dean does the only other thing making sense to him. He hugs Jojo while giving Cara a thumbs up for the goal she just scored, murmuring, 'One day, they'll be. Till then, stop troubling yourself. If they're meant to be, it'll happen. Ya gotta believe in that. Maybe they need to spend some time alone. God knows how adults work.'

She giggles, remarking that he's a grownup too. Dean holds up his hands, emphasizing loudly, 'Case in point. Jo, lemme tell you a secret. I have no idea what I'm doing, with Car, my life, ninety-nine percent of the time.'

'As far as I can tell, you're doing pretty fine,' his best friend's daughter praises him and finally there's the toothy grin he wanted to see. Look at him; he's not that bad with kids after all.

He shields his eyes from the sunlight, feeling rather good for once. Dean doesn't even mind the other moms stealing glances at him, undoubtedly chitchatting about him always showing up alone. He's astounded that Cara still hasn't told anyone about his sexual preferences.

Though she admitted one night – too tired and full from their churro eating contest to think of something different to blurt out – that she trusted Molly, her sandbox love, with his »secret« at a sleepover, sealing the promise to not tell a single soul about it with the pinkie swear. Or else she'd cut off Molly's hair in her sleep.

Dean had laughed when he'd heard the story – Car had sounded so damn proud that he'd had a hard time chiding her for threatening the person that means the most to her, aside from Dean and Renee. Truth be told, he appreciates her efforts to keep quiet about it but Dean couldn't care less who knows and who doesn't.

He's gay, not in witness protection.

'So, sweet pea, how's school goin'? Everything alright?' He hasn't heard his baby girl talk about any bullies lately, but one can never be sure. And for some reason he doubts that Jojo would go to Roman with that kind of problem.

They watch Sophie make a perfect pass to Megan, who immediately dodges Cara with ease and a big smirk on her face, scoring the equalizer in this test game. His princess is more than pissed that she wasn't able to stop her friend, glaring daggers at the brown haired girl. There are only enemies on the pitch.

Jojo sucks on her bottom lip for some time before answering slowly, 'A few boys kept making fun of me for never talking and because my dad's hair is longer than mine.'

Bunch of idiots. Some kids are born being assholes. Others sadly turn into one over the years. Dean has had his fair share of both types, which is why he prayed for his girl to never experience the same shit too. Till now, it worked so so. Before he can curse loudly to say something stupid that will distract the Samoan girl, she speaks on, a gentle smile on on her lips. 'But Cara made them all eat their words.'

'She didn't beat 'em up, did she?' Anything is possible with an Ambrose. A high, clear laugh fills the afternoon air and eventually, he chuckles too, not bothering about the other patents' heads turning towards them to see what's up with the oddballs.

'Cara doesn't need to,' Joelle explains happily. It's the first time Dean can feel what a huge impact his daughter had on Jojo's life. And not just on hers. His girl makes everyone's lives much better, most of all his own. 'She's pretty intimidating using only words.'

How true. She got that from her dad. He always runs his mouth too. Somehow he thinks Renee wasn't one to ever back down either.

Dean can perfectly picture his daughter dealing with bullies without violence, defending her loved ones with her smart mouth. Car is truly amazing.

'That she is,' he agrees with the Samoan girl, handing her a bottle of water to beat the heat. 'And don't let anyone tell ya that Ro's mane isn't glorious, cause it fuckin' is.'

'Swear,' comes the loud yell from the pitch and Dean claps himself angrily on the knee. Cara has the ears of a goddamn hare. Jojo giggles while Megan's mother only shakes her head in fond exasperation. He waves apologetically back at her and throws his daughter an offended glance that she dares to brush off with a grin. 'How come she always hears me?' he moans half-heartedly, hoping she'll forget about it until they're home. This stupid swear jar will ruin him one day.

'Well, you have to admit, it's hard to blend out your voice, Dean.'

The smile on his lips dies immediately and his body freezes while his ears ring unpleasantly. Of all the people that could've come across the training field, it had to be the lucky groom-to-be. The one person Dean still desperately tries to erase from his memory. He pretends he didn't hear Seth butt into their conversation, praying the guy will get the hint and fuck off before Cara sees him lurking in the shadows.

She hasn't uttered a single word about the other ever since that picnic disaster, though he could see the questions burning on her tongue every Sunday and how she swallowed them down again, hurt flashing over her innocent face.

Dean should've known that they couldn't evade Seth or Sami forever; yet he foolishly hoped so. Seems like luck decided to painfully remind him that so much in his life is out of his control.

Jojo's relaxed expression changes into a confused one when she recognizes Seth walking up to them. The closer he comes, the more the sounds of girls hitting a ball hard, fighting dirty and the yelling of rather amusing threats fade out, like someone turned down the volume of the world. Instead his heartbeat picks up and his hands get sweaty. He's not ready to face this liar yet.

'Mr Rollins,' Jojo greets the man hesitantly. _Rollins_? Interesting. Should C ever ask again, he'll at least be able to tell her– No, wait, no more talking about Seth. This is just a tiny setback, not a full-blown relapse.

'Jojo, hey. How is Rome?' What? First of all, it's _Ro_. Second, strangers aren't allowed to call her _Jojo_. And third, how far into his life and head has Seth wormed himself already?

He numbly stares at his brother's daughter who answers politely, yet a bit distantly, 'Fine. He saved a kitten last week and since it was all alone he allowed me to keep it. I called her Foxy. My mom insisted on having it at her home until she's old enough to take care of herself, so I don't really see her as often as I'd like.'

Cara has been giving him an earbashing about a pet too, especially after she saw pictures of Foxy – a brown kitten with black paws like she's wearing boots. His own daughter begging to have a pet, doing lil' speeches about responsibility and how awesome it'd be to have another member in their family is so cute that Dean started to give it some serious thought. He kinda wants his kid to grow even more with the task of looking after another living being. And to be honest, he'd love some company himself while she's at school or staying the night over at one of her friends.

Dean stopped listening to them; he's not stupid. He knows very well that Seth is trying to manipulate him by charming his practically surrogate daughter, acting as if he's not at all interested in talking to him. It's clever and cunning but it won't deceive Dean. He can smell bullshit a mile off and Seth is full of it. As long as Sami is still in the picture, Dean doesn't even want to breathe the same air as him.

Suddenly, there's a weight pressing itself against his left foot and he looks down startled, staring into the eyes of a Yorkshire Terrier trying to lick his hand that's hanging just out of its reach. 'He likes you,' Seth says, following his gaze and Dean simply scoffs. It's a cute doggie and it's not responsible for its knucklehead of a master but he can't help it. He has to withdraw his hand and put it back into his lap, denying the pet its wish.

'I don't care.'

Seth snickers, sitting down a row below them, cross-legged, back turned to the pitch and Dean wants to conjure up a beanie to hide the other's hair in case Cara has enough time to take a peek at him and Jojo. Which will happen sooner or later. For some reason she always needs to make sure Dean is still there and breathing.

He has to get rid of Seth right now.

'This is Kevin,' the dumbass speaks on and Joelle looks at him questioningly. Way to make him unintentionally feel like an asshole. It's his fault she's silently begging for his permission to pat the dog because she knows he'd rather not have anything to do with Seth. This shit needs to end.

'I really don't care,' he mutters, ruffling through Jojo's brown hair and nodding towards Kevin while getting up to drag Seth out of Cara's line of vision. As soon as they're standing safely behind some trees, he hisses, 'I don't give a crap about anything that comes outta your mouth.'

'Why are we hiding here? Do you finally want to make out with me? You will love what I can do with my mouth.'

Excuse him. He _did not_ just hear that. What the hell is wrong with that guy? If he's so hellbent on cheating on his fiancé, then he shouldn't get married at all. Dean is so close to punching that cheater, but all he's able to do is grimace at the other, every muscle in his body turning to stone.

For a few moments they both don't make a sound and just listen to the girls screaming on the pitch and the wind rustling through the leaves above their heads. Sunlight falls down on them through tiny gaps and Dean has to blink several times to get over how goddamn gentle Seth's eyes glow in the warm light, how good his trimmed beard looks up close and how fucking much he craves that small smile whenever he can't see it. The blond patch is already growing out but Dean is sure he'll bleach it for the wedding.

Sami. Right. He's pissed at Seth; he shouldn't forget that just cause he really _does_want to push him against the tree to kiss him breathless.

'The only thing Imma do with your mouth is sew it shut. Do ya even listen to yourself? Have you no shame?' And that's coming from him.

Seth sighs, not looking the slightest bit embarrassed. He just leans casually against the trunk, putting his hands in the pockets of his skinny jeans – Dean never thought something bigger than a sheet of paper would fit in there –, as if he too has to stop himself from reaching out. Probably cause he fears Dean would bite his fingers off. Which he'd definitely do.

'Dean, it's not what you think it is.' Oh, please, that lame excuse? That never works – Dean knows best. He's tried it too, back in his wild days.

'What?' he barks out sarcastically, taking a step forward without meaning to. It's like there's an invisible bond between them, urging him to always stay close. He hates his body for betraying him like this. 'Lemme guess then. He forced you to marry him at gunpoint?'

Seth has the audacity to roll his eyes but at least he ducks his head, murmuring defeated, 'Of course not. Sami couldn't hurt a fly. He's like Steve Rogers.'

Figures. Why won't Dean's bad luck streak leave him alone? Has he not paid enough for the crimes he committed in the past? Why does he get punished with someone like Seth?

'Then what is it?' he asks, not quite sure how this question made it past his lips. He shouldn't even be here, shouldn't waste his time with this idiot. Jojo is all alone on the bleachers with Kevin, and Cara's surely wondering where he's at. Besides, Seth doesn't deserve his attention.

'It's– it's complicated,' comes the worst explanation ever and Dean growls warningly, tempted to just immaturely stick his fingers in his ears and storm off. This whole conversation is pointless. There's only one thing he wants to know before he'll bury each and every memory of Seth in the darkest corner of his mind.

'Why did you sent me an invitation? Was this your sick idea of a joke?' Seth looks genuinely taken aback, a hand coming out of its shelter to touch Dean's deltoid. He wishes he was strong enough to bat it away. But the skin on his own is so soft and like a spark setting his whole nervous system ablaze. The worst thing is that he totally digs it. One day, Seth will be the cause of his death and in pathetically weak moments like this, Dean has no problem with it.

'No, why would you think that? I want you there.' Peachy. This day just keeps getting better and better. So, this dumbo wants him to watch Seth getting married to Mr Nice Guy? What is Seth expecting from him? Does he count on him to crash the wedding so he won't have to chicken out? Or is Dean only a nice distraction, something to have fun with until he's ready to grow up?

Either way, he's no puppet and he won't let himself be used for anything.

'Whatever, man. We're not coming. In fact, I didn't even open it. Burnt it right away.' He can't tell how relieving it is to finally tell someone what he did with the letter behind Cara's back. That it's Seth makes it even better. 'We're not interested. But I'm gonna be the better man here and wish you the best. Don't fuck it up, buddy,' he concludes, waving goodbye while finally having enough strength to shake Seth's hand off.

'Oh, and do yourself a favor. Stay away from us.'

'Like you avoid going to Paige?' comes the slightly ticked off question and Dean nods angrily. 'Exactly like that.' Right now, he's too irate to care about the fact that Seth realized he hasn't been there since the picnic.

'Dean, you need to give me a chance to explain.' No, he really doesn't. They're not friends; they aren't even acquaintances. They're just a father and a soon-to-be husband who coincidentally met and instantly liked each other. Or some sappy crap like that. All of this doesn't warrant a heart-to-heart though. 'I don't owe you shit and I'm definitely not having this argument with you.'

'But–' the other tries to confuse or bewitch him some more, forcing Dean to raise his voice. 'No, buddy. We're done.'

Seth trails after him like a lost puppy, hand reaching out to touch him once more and it's taking all his willpower to avoid the fingers he'd die to feel on his bare skin one last time.

'I really–' there's yet another attempt at calming him and Dean has finally reached the end of his rope. His resistance is crumbling way too fast. Thankfully, he can hear Cara's angelic voice, calling out to him because he wasn't there when her training ended. He can tell that she's awfully close to their hiding spot; he better get going then.

'I said no. Now leave us alone before my daughter spots you. In case you haven't noticed yet, she gets sick around you. I give ya a minute to grab your dog 'n disappear outta our lives once and for all.'

That was good. Not nearly as offensive as he anticipated but effective nonetheless. Seth looks hurt and impossibly sad, almost to the point of making Dean take back his words.

This is ridiculous. They don't even know each other, yet there's this undeniable, strange electricity between them. The moment he first looked into those Bambi eyes, something inside of him clicked, fell into place and he doesn't believe he'll ever recover from losing this sense of belonging, of familiarity and home again.

Still, Seth vanishes behind the trees mere seconds before a sweaty yet overjoyed Cara rounds the corner. He's rarely felt this hopeless and detached from his own body – that wants to walk after Seth so badly that it physically pains him. Treating him like this is what Seth deserves but at the same time it breaks something inside of Dean irreversibly.

'Daddy, what are you doing here?' Ruining a life; possibly more. 'Empty my bladder.'

She arches an eyebrow, undoubtedly seeing right through his lie; choosing to ignore it for now. 'Sure, whatever you say. Anywho, we're ready to go. Will you make Molly and me your famous pizza tonight? I want the perfect meal to put a ring on her before someone comes along to steal her away from me. Life without her wouldn't be worth living.'

Absofuckinglutely.

* * *

><p>Finally, <em>his<em> season has arrived. It's the first of October and Dean's sitting on the couch with Cara, listening to her read Nancy Drew to the cat that's been coming to their house quite regularly in the past weeks – due to his daughter feeding it –, while watching raindrops roll down the window in mesmerizing patterns.

Since he's still not a hundred percent convinced that they're ready for a pet, Dean encouraged Cara to participate in a program called _Book Buddies_ at the local rescue shelter, where kids read to cats to soothe them. They're the most patient audience he has ever seen and just genuinely happy that someone spends time with them. If Car continues to do so well, he'll get them a cat or two.

For now they have Celeste, though he feels terrible every time she leaves them again to go back home – wherever that is.

Dean has a notepad on his lap, scribbling down ideas for this year's Halloween costumes. A few names are already crossed out since he calculated the costs and came to the conclusion that they need to postpone several choices until he doesn't have to buy a new washing machine and brakes for his car.

He could just get some ordinary costumes from Walmart where he usually shops, but this is one of the very few traditions they have: calling AJ Lee – one of his former high school classmates who opened her own costume shop – to order two custom-made outfits that cost a small fortune. Quality over quantity.

Dean wants his kid to have something she can show off once a year and he has to admit that he really admires AJ's work. Her gears are the most comfy clothes he's ever put on. No need to run around as a cheap looking hot dog when he can be a high-class Leon S. Kennedy or Hwoarang. A little luxury once in a while makes these occasions even more enjoyable.

When Cara was three, she wanted to be Batman, who's his favorite superhero, so he chose to be her Robin since he won't ever go as Alfred, no matter how great he is.

At the age of four, she chose for them to be gods, so they went as Thor and Loki; Cara being the good brother due to her blond mane. After that, he was done with the comic costumes for a while, deciding to pay AJ to turn them into Carlos and Jill two years ago. He also begged her to give C Jill Valentine's outfit from the first game – he didn't want his kid to walk around the neighborhood in a skirt that could be mistaken for a belt and a top that needs some huge tits to hold it in place. And he's secretly in love with berets.

Last year they returned as heroes cause Cara was dead set on being a kick-ass woman that doesn't need to wear barely any clothes to be seen. Even at her young age, Car already understands the awful way women are being treated in Hollywood. C wanted to be the Black Widow and Dean was perfectly fine with posing as an Avenger for once too, so logically he accompanied her as Hawkeye.

He has so many good ideas for this year's Halloween but it all depends on the wishes of his little girl.

Once she takes a break from reading, he asks, 'Whaddya think?' She looks up, closing her book to cuddle with Celeste – hopefully the cat doesn't have fleas or worse –, grinning brightly. She can read his notes from her seat, yet she doesn't care about them. He can see that she's already made up her mind and just wants to tease him a bit.

'A superhero.' Why did he know that? He should stop her from stealing his comics. At least she's still too small to reach his Walking Dead collection.

'Honey, there are loads of 'em. Be more specific. DC or Marvel?' Celeste starts purring loudly when Cara tickles her belly, the little paws milk treading the air and his baby is completely lost in the moment. As long as she's fascinated by the cat, he decides to watch the rain some more.

Far away in the evening sky, a majestic lightning bolt practically parts the darkness in multiple differently colored pieces. His daughter flinches slightly when roaring thunder breaks the silence and hurriedly picks up the conversation. She's so cute.

'You had the bow and arrow last year. I think it's only fair if we take turns now.' 'Sure thing,' he agrees immediately, knowing already that he'll beg AJ to give her some safe equipment instead of the deadly weapon he carried around.

In the unlikely case of a zombie apocalypse, he and Cara would have enough ammo to last a while. All thanks to Halloween costumes. He fucking loves that day. Not just because he can point a sharp object at someone's head without people running away screaming bloody murder.

When he was a teenager, he spent the night shitfaced, waking up in a puddle of his own vomit and urine; if he was lucky. Sometimes there were blood and other bodily fluids in there too. All these years he spent high and drunk are nothing more than a hazy memory, getting replaced by the wonderful, precious time he's allowed to spend with Cara.

It's not that he does much on Halloween – definitely nothing that would excuse an overly expensive costume. He simply joins his daughter to collect candy she doesn't even like that much and once she's sleeping he retreats to the couch to watch his favorite holiday themed movie _Trick 'r Treat_.

When his daughter doesn't find her way back to reality from Catland, he clears his throat to query, 'Who do you have in mind?' He takes a peek at his notes, humming lowly because there's not a single name of a hero on the paper. He didn't intend to go as one for another two or three years. There are so many things he wants them to do cause Cara's growing up way too fast for his liking. Soon, she'll go on tour with her friends and she won't want to to walk around in partner costumes anymore.

Sometimes, in moments like this, he thinks he might like to have a second kid, so he could experience all the fun and shitty stuff once more. But then he remembers that he's barely able to give Cara all she needs; he sure as hell doesn't want to ruin another innocent life.

'The Green Arrow.' Nice choice. Arrow quickly has become one of his favorite shows. Dean needed the whole first season to really get into it but once he was hooked, there was no way out of that addiction.

That Cara once again wishes to be one of _his_ most liked characters warms his heart. He wonders what role she has in mind for him, since there's a whole assembly of people he'd love to dress up as. Like Ra's al Ghul or Deathstroke. Seriously, he's already looking forward to scare people with a sword.

'You wanna be Oliver Queen?'

She nods, her small fingers playing around with the cat's ears. Cara bats her eyelashes at him, inquiring innocently, 'Will you be my sidekick, daddy?'

Fuck yeah, he will; though it'll mean he won't get to scare people by threatening to stab them.

'I'm always gonna be your sidekick,' he says out loud, mimicking her honest smile, before he takes a sip from his mug of hot chocolate. Hands down, the colder seasons are the best. Warming himself up with a hot beverage in front of a crackling fire is one of those things that just make people happy. It's the small pleasures in life that count.

Plus, he can have his very own _Pumpkin_ right here, in his living room, with his daughter keeping him company at that. Who needs a guy named Seth when he can have _this_?

_You do, you do_, sings a stupid, annoying voice in the back of his head, ruining the cheerful mood. Ever since the guy ran into him at the soccer practice, Dean has been having a particularly hard time forgetting him again. He's been thinking about moving away too, not wanting to accidentally meet Seth anywhere in town.

Every time he looks at his sink, he expects the burnt letter to appear out of nowhere, so his rash actions can bite him in the ass, just like they always do. During his most vulnerable moments, when he's riddled with self-doubt, Dean wonders if he should tell his daughter about the invitation. But he's afraid she'll either be mad at him or – even worse – she'll be stronger than him, saying yes to enduring the torture of the ceremony and moving on with her life once she realized that Seth is so far out of reach that he could also live on the moon.

'I love you, dad.' And he loves his baby girl. Without her, he'd be done for.

Dean is trying very hard but he continues to have some problems showing his emotions, so he does what he does best: smile and kiss her on the forehead before picking up where they left off.

'Just to be on the safe side, we're talking about Stephen and Colton, right?' The tv show costumes look so much better than their comic counterparts. He's sure AJ could make even them appear more than just decent but he's gotten so used to the green hood that flashes over his flat screen every week.

'Of course,' she says, rolling her eyes as if she'd love to groan _d'uh_ and he chuckles, scribbling down four more names – _Oliver Queen & Roy Harper/Arrow & Arsenal_ –, circling them satisfied. Cara will look marvelous in the green outfit, with a miniature bow around her shoulders.

It's quiet – aside from the occasional thunder and Celeste's purring – and so peaceful that he's tempted to lean back and fall asleep on the couch even though Car is still up and about. He should at least go to bed before dozing off or he'll wake up with major back pain tomorrow. His daughter should be in her own room too; if she wants to, even with Celeste. Just for one night. The cat might spend most of her time with them but she still wears a rusty collar. No matter how much they like her, she doesn't live here.

Before he can make any attempts to get up, Cara murmurs, 'Hey, dad?' He hums, eyes starting to feel unbelievably heavy and the prospect of closing them is too appealing, so he lets his head hit the pillow. He'll rest for only a couple of minutes.

'Won't you get in trouble for letting me watch grown up stuff?' Well, that's one of the advantages of being a single father: no one nags day in, day out or tries to tell him how to do things right. He didn't know Renee but he likes to think she'd have been the responsible one, the bogeyman, while he'd have been the fun dad. Now he has to be both, yet he just doesn't see most things as strict as other parents.

Dean is too tired to open his eyes again and his lips move slowly when he talks. He sounds drowsy even to his own ears. 'First of all, I show ya the cut version. Less blood 'n gore. 'N second, only if ya tell a soul. Don' sing.'

She never would, cause C's a good girl, protecting her father from harm whenever she can. Sometimes he's not so sure who's the adult and who the kid.

'Why would I sing?' she asks confused, scooting closer to him to get her very own cuddling session. 'You know that Molly is the only person I allow to listen to that.'

He smiles, still amused as fuck every time his girl doesn't get the meaning of what he's saying. Dean opens his eyes to look at her, patting her head, muttering, 'Rat me out. Drop a dime on me. Betray me. Tell others our secrets.'

Dean can see understanding flash through her olive green eyes, a grin lighting up her face before it turns dark and brooding again. She scowls, 'Why would I do that? I mean, you also watch a lot of my shows and your comics are way more– more–'

She's searching for the right word and Dean watches her struggle a bit longer, curious which one she'll use but when her brows dance up and down incessantly, he proposes, 'Violent? Gruesome? One of the things you're not supposed to touch?'

Cara's not even a tad ashamed, the smirk coming back at full force. That cute, little shit. 'Exactly those.' He'll need to put them in the attic and lock the door. Stories like The Walking Dead or Fables are nothing for his daughter yet. She's interested in them though, so he retells her every new chapter without the gory details, but hearing and seeing are two different things. No wonder she climbs into his bed more often lately to calm down after a nightmare.

'Go upstairs, sweetie, I'll be right there. Gonna call April real quick and then we'll finish that Toy Story book.' Happily, she drags Celeste upstairs, turning around at the doorframe to point an accusing finger at him. 'Tell her I want a huge hood and real arrows. No fake ones.'

There's no chance in hell he'll let his kid run around with a potentially deadly weapon. It's already bad enough that he does that. What if she gets hurt on his watch? He'd never forgive himself. 'No replicas, got it,' he replies half-heartedly, not even lying since he'll order real ones for his costume. AJ will find a way to outwit his little girl.

He waits until he can't hear her light footsteps anymore to fish out his phone from the depth of his sweatpants' pockets, dialing the woman's number from memory. There are only four he knows by heart and those belong to Ro, Cara, Dolph and April.

'Dean-o, long time no see,' his former classmate greets him, shushing her husband in the background who complains about the late call. He can't help it, Dean has to grin, feeling completely at ease on the phone for once.

'Don't bullshit me, around this time of the year, you just sit at home, waiting for me to grace you with my voice,' he starts their usual back and forth. 'And talking to me must be so much better than having to deal with a guy who thinks he's the best in the world.'

She laughs joyfully, surprising him even after all these years by announcing, 'Well, he managed to impregnate me. Which you never did.'

Hell no he didn't. AJ is really cute, but so not his type. And in school she had always been so loud that, for the sake of his ears, he stayed away from her. That was until they coincidentally found out they were both huge Marvel _and_ DC fans. Sure, they've never been close friends – they're hardly more than business partners nowadays – but they do get along just fine.

'Congrats,' he snorts, 'he finally did something right. You'll be a great mom.' April lets out a fond huff, muttering impatiently, 'Just like you're a great dad. So, before we start crying or you ask me to give you the number of someone who's not preggers to do your costumes, I'll assure you I can and will do them. Like every year.'

How did she know he intended to leave her alone, now that she's expecting a child? And how much has Cara changed him that he even takes other's feelings and circumstances into consideration?

Dean gets up to extinguish the fire, staying in the dark for a moment. 'Not gonna argue with a pregnant lady. Alright, listen up and takes notes, I won't repeat myself.'

'Shoot,' she instantly challenges and he takes a second to appreciate AJ's ability to not be offended by his seemingly harsh tone. She knows it's his way of telling someone that he grew quite fond of them.

'You'll like this one. Heck, even _I_ like this year's outfits. We're gonna be Oliver Queen and Roy Harper. The hooded versions.' Dean hears the writing sounds stop abruptly and he can perfectly imagine April pushing the glasses on her nose back, a wicked smile tugging at the corners of her lips. 'If you are going to wear red, you'd make a much better Flash.'

He counted on her saying that. She knows exactly how to talk to him, to push the right buttons at the right time. So does Seth. And that idiot has only met him four short times.

'I'm not running around all day in a spandex suit,' he grunts, not even wondering that AJ still remembers that Cara is always the main character in their team. 'Roy's Arsenal costume will do. And I'm sure we don't need to stress that we want the best hoods out there.'

Hoodies are one of his weak spots anyway. Those, beanies, leather jackets, two-toned– _no, stop right there, Ambrose_. This is about another unforgettable Halloween and wasn't he supposed to have moved on by now?

'Get her real arrows but make sure they're blunt and absolutely no danger in case she accidentally shoots at someone.' There's a disapproving sound on the other end, yet AJ chooses not to reprimand him. It's not like he'll let his baby girl out of sight on a night like Halloween anyway.

'Gotcha, I'll be done in two weeks. Don't forget my money, loser. And you're hereby officially invited to the baby shower. No excuses.' Damn. He's so not made for those kind of parties. Not after metaphorically blowing his brains out in his youth with booze and drugs. But April is doing him a huge favor every year, so he should go. Hopefully that'll be her only child. On the bright side, this is also a neat way to get rid of some of Cara's baby stuff that's just gathering dust.

'I'll be there, Lee,' he vows, honestly meaning it before he says thanks and hangs up to follow his daughter upstairs. Cara has already brushed her teeth and put on her pajamas, sitting on the bed with her panda in her lap and Celeste on the chair, waiting for him. He instantly tells her about AJ's pregnancy while braiding her hair, and predictably, she's genuinely over the moon, already fantasizing about being the Brooks' babysitter in a few years.

'Can you believe that she really said I'd be a good Flash?' Dean mumbles absent-mindedly, standing up to search for the Toy Story book. His princess bursts out in boisterous laughter – what a rude, adorable devil –, wiping a tear off her face. 'What?' he grumbles, sitting back down even though he'd much rather send her to bed without their story for mocking him like this.

'Sorry, daddy, but you're way too slow for him. You're always late.' That's not true. Not entirely. 'So is Barry Allen,' he defends himself, angrily flipping through the pages to get to the right one.

'_Before_ he got hit by lightning,' she further teases him and he rolls his eyes, muttering petulantly that he was never late on a Sunday, as if that would help his case. She furrows her brow at him before the next well-meant words slip out of her mouth. 'You were the second time you saw Seth.'

They both wince, the stupid name bouncing off the walls of their minds, each echo bringing back painful memories.

'I'm really sor–' 'Don't, honey, it's fine.'

It's anything but, yet he doesn't want C to feel bad for fucking up. Not her fault he fell for the other without getting to know him first. Didn't he say it? It can never hurt to do a background check first. This just proves it.

The silence becomes weird and depressing way too quickly, so Dean forces himself to smile cheerfully at his girl and change the topic. He thanks God or whoever's out there every day that Cara never saw Seth after her soccer training. 'So, lemme ask ya a question. Why do you never wanna be a princess?'

She's such a sucker for Disney and there were times when she claimed she'd become royal when she'd be older, so to him it'd make sense. Yet they always do partner costumes that mostly cater to his needs.

'On Halloween?' Why does she sound so disbelieving? A lot of kids dream about that at least once in their life. Last year, he saw the most beautiful Tiana that ever graced the earth – which is why he gave Gabe a handful of extra candy because he envies that self-confidence. He wonders if the boy will blow everyone away with his costume this year again.

Cara jerks him out of his thoughts, giving him her sweetest, most innocent smile. 'Daddy, I'm _your_ princess every day. That's good enough for me.'

* * *

><p>'Next year we should go as Clementine and Lee,' Cara suggests, adjusting her green hood to hide the mop of hair underneath. Dean checks himself in the mirror, putting on the red mask to complete his outfit. AJ really outdid herself this year; they look exactly like the tv version of the Arrow and his young partner. Well, former partner.<p>

'You know I'd do anything for you but I'm not gonna wear a dress,' he mumbles, crouching down to test if he can move freely in the tight leather outfit. Cara tilts her head, waiting for him to compliment her, all the while claiming in her _don't be dumb_ voice – another thing she inherited from him –, 'I'll be Clementine, dad.'

He gives her a thumbs up for her proposal and the costume, handing his daughter the trademark weapon but ending up helping her strap it over her shoulders. Dean still needs to get the camera, so they can take their obligatory picture for the family album.

While they walk down the stairs, he lets her words run through his mind again, trying to remember all the characters from the video game. He doesn't have anything against Lee Everett, he wishes he'd had had a father figure like that in his childhood too, but there are other options he'd wish to throw in the mix. 'Can't I be Ben? Or Mark?' The latter would be kinda perfect for him – _before_ he lost his legs to cannibals. And he could wear glasses. Oh no, wait. Dean has to kill that thought before it can grow into something uncontrollable and a certain guy with black-rimmed glasses pops up in his head again. He's made it through October without any occurrences and he'd much rather continue his lucky streak.

Cara strolls into the living room to get in position, shaking her head demonstratively. 'Ew, you're too old for Ben and no one would guess who you are if you go as Mark because he was in the game for only, like, twenty minutes.'

Ouch. Cara's spilling some of that truth tea again.

'Don't look at me like that. I know you would you-know-what him but he and Clementine didn't really have a lot of interaction.' She must've played the game behind his back with her partner in crime Molly or else she wouldn't be aware of all that. Dean sure as hell made it sound like Mark was one of the hottest, most awesome men to ever walk the zombie infested earth.

But alright, fine. No Mark for him, even if he's one of the very few characters he could've pulled off without ordering an expensive outfit.

'Luke?' he asks hopefully, already fond of his idea because Luke carries around one of the greatest weapons. The only things topping that are Daryl's crossbow and Michonne's katana and they are from the television series.

Cara pouts, putting her foot down in an adorable display of exasperation and embarrassment, lamenting, 'I have a crush on him. That'd be so weird. Don't make it weird, dad.' Wouldn't be awkward for him. On the contrary. Nice to know something he can blackmail his daughter with now.

He sets up the camera and freezes mid-air, suddenly recalling Seth talking about that game when they first met. This dumbass won't ever leave his head again, will he? In just a few sentences, he's managed to cram so much information into Dean's brain that he could be sure he'll think of him at least once a day. It's impossible Cara deliberately proposed these costumes, since she too wants to erase Seth from existence.

This dumbo has way too much power over him.

Shaking his head to jerk himself out of his reverie, he sets the selftimer and rushes to his princess to also adopt a goofy pose, smiling until they hear the click.

'But I wanna swing a machete.' That's a reasonable argument, ain't it? She wanted the hood and the bow; he is fine with a Walking Dead Game gear as long as he gets the big knife.

Damn, he just had the smartest thought ever. Pyramid Head. It won't get better than that. _One day_. Seriously, how can anyone hate Halloween?

Cara's mouth drops open indignantly and she looks extra cute, now that she's the Arrow. 'I'm _not_ letting you walk around with a weapon that's as big as you.' Fuck, he said that one out loud?

Dean knows they're not sounding like father and daughter right now, but this is how most of their conversations go. And also how he likes them; filled with sarcasm, bickering and bantering. Everything seems so much easier if he can take the sting out of it with a joke.

Most of the time he's aware that he's supposed to wield authority but more often than not he treats Car like an equal, justifying it by telling himself that it helps her not to look down on others just because she potentially could. Dean has no clue if it's working but he's gotten so used to it that it's hard to change that particular habit. All he can do is hope he's found a decent balance between being her father and her friend. Maybe he's spoiling her too much. But he won't stop that; it's kinda his way to thank her for saving him from himself and utter loneliness.

'I can't let you leave the house with such a dangerous weapon,' repeats the girl with a bow on her back while ignoring the green arrows in her quiver. Nice try, kiddo. That argument is so not going to work.

She grabs her candy bag and holds it out to him, expecting a Kit Kat bar which he begrudgingly gives her. Cara's never been really into sweets but she'd probably break someone's nose for a Kit Kat.

'Okay, who's the grownup in this house?' he asks sternly, not intending to back off. He's gonna win this discussion. Before she can wind him around her finger again, Dean hurriedly speaks on. 'Besides, we have bows and arrows this year too. Real ones.' More or less.

Her eyes light up behind the dark mask and she sighs dramatically, groaning, 'Promise me that you won't show anyone the machete.' It's so adorable that she pronounces the word slightly wrong but tonight, Dean won't correct her. Besides, he's trying his best to not do a victory dance. Dean can't stop his shoulders and head from doing a little happy wiggle though.

'Yes, Ma'am,' he salutes before going to the door and opening it for her; the two of them getting ready to do some Trick-or-treating in the neighborhood, meeting up with Megan and head over to the town hall, where there's the annual Halloween party and the rest of her friends are. Till nine, children and teenagers can destroy the building. After that it's a bunch of parents and older kids channeling their inner party animals until well after dawn.

Dean's never been there after nine. Most years he even left early cause Cara got tired after hours of excess sugar consume and dancing – or jumping around. One day he'll come back, just to see what horrors he escaped all these years. Maybe Ro can join him, help Dean socialize.

Speaking of his friend, Dean has to admit, he's a bit disappointed that Roman can't be here tonight – he's on duty, sitting around the station house, waiting for someone to start a fire, and Jojo's with her mother. It's not that Cara's bad company but every once in a while he'd appreciate another person who's allowed to ride on every rollercoaster, someone he can talk to while watching over Cara going from house to house.

He longs for a familiar face – also to keep him from thinking about a guy he really doesn't want to let in again – but as soon as his wish gets granted, Dean curses himself for ever wanting a grownup conversation partner.

'I almost didn't recognize you,' a well-known someone greets him, crossing the street to catch up with him. 'But as usual, your voice is a dead giveaway. You look good, Arsenal.'

Dean turns around to face the inevitable, blinking in surprise when he stares at another hooded person. He thanks a God he doesn't believe in that all but the chin of the other's face is covered. At least this way he doesn't have to look into those puppy eyes that never fail to make his knees go weak.

Sami follows his fiancé – or are they already married? –, coming to a halt beside Dean, once again smiling brightly. He tinted his hair and beard for tonight, left arm hidden beneath his robe to not destroy the impression of a missing limb. As much as a he hates to admit it but these costumes are good. And off limits, now that Seth wore them. Perhaps he and Car could go as the Mystery Twins instead. But he reckons the idiot might be in love with Gravity Falls too. Is there anything Seth won't ruin for him?

'You're a great Malik,' he compliments Sami to break the weird silence, completely ignoring Seth who's dressed as Altaïr Ibn La'Ahad. Their Assassin's Creed costumes are simple yet not some lovelessly sewn-together pieces of cloth bought together at cheap-ass store.

'Thank you,' the teacher grins, shielding his eyes against the afternoon sun, obviously having some trouble recognizing him. Cara's voice is carried over by the slight breeze and for some reason he panics, torn between running away with her like a scared child or staying and admiring the pretty decent assassin outfits some more. It'd also include getting to know what Seth has been up to lately.

God fucking dammit. One second spent in the other's vicinity and all his achievements of the past month are gone. Evaporated. He's so motherfucking stupid.

'Daddy, look, I bribed someone to give me your– Mr Zayn?' Well, too late to grab her and make a run for it now to barricade themselves in their house, hoping for a deadly virus to wipe out humanity. Standing his ground it is then, since he's not crafty enough to get away with murder.

'Yes. How are you Cara?' Sami wants to know while sitting down on the boardwalk, engaging in a conversation about school and her costume while simultaneously giving his boyfriend a chance to drag Dean to the side and talk to him privately. What kind of weird relationship do they have? And how come little things like these give him the false hope he never wanted to succumb to again?

Seth thankfully doesn't take his hood off – most likely to hide the fact that he has way more facial hair than Altaïr – but Dean can still feel the warm, tender gaze pulling him in. He turns away from Cara, who answers her former teacher's questions; cheeks heating up when Seth touches him and his skin starts prickling pleasantly, his body screaming _more_. It's like he can sense the fingers on his arm as if there aren't several layers of cloth separating them.

To distract himself Dean concentrates on the only thing that doesn't involve their complicated relationship. 'I can't believe you even have the hidden blade. That's my favorite way to kill people. I can't remember how many I offed with it.'

Seth looks down at his wrist, the dull blade reflecting the red sunlight. Slowly he opens his mouth and says conversationally, 'I once chased someone as Ezio and there were two civilians right behind the guy. I eagerly pressed the button and double killed them, ruining my synchronization.'

This is good; safe territory. He can roll with that. Dean scoffs, waving it off. 'Oh please, I was so excited to do the Leap of Faith in the first game that, as soon as I could control Altaïr, I jumped off the cliff leading to the town. I died cause I hadn't learned that skill yet.'

His acquaintance laughs amused, and even Dean can't suppress a grin when Seth whispers, 'Novice.'

Alright, this is fine and dandy but what are they doing here? More importantly, what the everloving fuck is _he_ doin'? This isn't exactly helping him get over this doofus.

'Hey, can we talk?' comes the query Dean pretends not to hear but apparently Seth knows him better than to be intimidated by his stubborn silence. 'Look, I don't want there to be bad blood. I didn't send you the invitation to tick you off, or mock you. It was because– come on, Dean, you can't tell me that I'm just imagining the chemistry between us.'

He wants to have this conversation _now_? With Dean's daughter and his own husband in hearing range? Just how many screws are loose in that handsome head?

'Buddy, drop it, okay? Doesn't matter anym–' 'It matters to me. We have this _thing_ and I can see it in your eyes that you– that you want me just as much as I want you,' Seth adds in a low, urging tone, hand once again coming closer to find a spot of naked skin.

'No, man. You must confuse me with some other guy who's into liars and cheaters. And it sure ain't me. Got a pretty high opinion of yoursel–'

Seth holds up his gloved fingers, the hidden blade right in front of Dean's face, the sight shutting him up successfully. The blade isn't as blunt as he thought it was. And Dean had been talking bullshit anyway, though this dunderhead needs to understand that he'd never intentionally hurt Sami Zayn.

If Seth is searching for something new, then he should have the decency to break off his engagement first. Dean has no interest in being the other man. Not only for Sami's sake. What kind of role model would he be for Cara if he'd show her that her happiness is so important that she can stop at nothing to achieve it, hurting people left and right, acting like a selfish bitch to get what she wants?

There are always certain consequences and Dean knows only too well that _this_ is not who he wants to be. Back in his childhood and teens, he'd been a scumbag but he changed for and because of Cara. He can't let Seth pull him into that darkness again. This situation is not Dean's problem.

'You can deceive yourself as much as you want to, Dean. However, soon you won't be able to deny it anymore. _We_ should talk, do some stuff together. I know you can feel it too,' Seth whispers, stepping closer when he realizes that Dean forgot to keep his distance. 'You can't stop thinking about me either. Your eyes say it all, you fantasize about me _and_ us. Just like I do.'

Where the fuck did this conversation take a wrong turn? If there ever was an _a__bort mission_alarm in his head, it's shrilling now.

'Know what? Maybe,' Dean grits out, voice threatening, biting down hard on his cheek because he's already made the mistake of admitting it. The other smirks, satisfied that he was right all along. Fuck. To make everything worse, his mouth won't stop moving. 'So what if I do. Contrary to you, I'm single. I don't have a goddamn husband I'm desperate to cheat on. Get this into your head once and for all. Leave. Us. Alone.'

'Dad,' his daughter interrupts their argument at the perfect time, running towards him while pointing down the street. 'Look. Megan is the Black Canary and we didn't even do this on purpose. We're vigiltant– vilig– virgins?' She shakes her head, making all three of them chuckle as she fumbles for the correct word.

'Vigilante,' he helps her out, relieved that he can finally leave Seth behind before his self-control vanishes completely and he closes the distance between them to clash their lips together, suck the air right out of the other's lungs and prove to himself that kissing Seth isn't nearly as awesome as his heart wants to tell him.

'Can I go with her?' Cara asks, glance darting back and forth between Seth and him. It's obvious she wants to get out of here just as much as Dean, and her best friend's arrival is the ideal opportunity to flee. How could he hold that against her?

'Sure, I'll catch up with ya in a minute,' he answers, letting Seth know that he's practically done with him and only wants to bid his farewell to Sami before walking out of his life forever.

'How come you two didn't go as Ezio and Leonardo?' he addresses the teacher to be polite, not in the least interested in the answer. Yet he stays and smiles at the man, Seth's intense glare digging a hole in the back of his head.

What is this moron even thinking? Asking a guy he barely knows to help him cheat on his fiancé. Even if they agreed to have an open marriage, Dean doesn't want to be the third wheel. Polyamorous relationships are fine and all and he has hella respect for everyone who can make them work, but they're not for him.

If Seth wants to be an unfaithful asshole, alright. But leave him out of it. He stopped being gutter trash a whole lifetime ago.

Sami looks at the missing arm and grins up at him. 'Because my dumb fiancé wanted us to be Altaïr and Malik, since he loves the first game.' Fucking hell. Why do they have so much in common? They got the same taste in literature, movies and video games. Dean would much rather pretend they don't share a single interest cause it'd be easier to ignore him and the thoughts that plague him in this moment.

Like the two of them lounging on his couch, Seth in Dean's arms, so they can read in the same book, waiting for the other to finish the page, making a competition out of it while Cara sits on the floor to draw them a picture. Or the three of them lying on his bed, watching a Disney movie to sing along to the songs, trying to outperform the others.

Or Seth helping Dean bake something for Cara's classmates the day before her birthday, occasionally trying to get a spoonful of the dough, dipping his finger in it to smear it across Dean's nose, just so he can lick it off.

He should shoot an arrow between Seth's eyes right here.

'Altaïr's my favorite assassin,' Dean shares against his will, frowning when a second voice says the exact same words at the same time. Seth steps up to him, looking down at his partner. 'I know that Ezio and Leo make more sense but,' Seth trails off, turning towards Dean as if to ask for assistance.

He'd much rather like to punch him in the face, yet Dean jumps to his defense in the blink of an eye. 'That's only cause they got more screen time together. I could've played three games with Altaïr too.'

'God, I love you.'

Dean can't help his shocked cough, heart skipping a beat just to start hammering away in his chest because Seth stupidly said that out loud and all Sami does is smile lazily at them. He'd understand that reaction if there'd been a hint of mockery, but Seth delivered the line like he absolutely meant it. What is wrong with that guy?

'He looks exactly like Desmond,' Sami continues the conversation as if nothing just happened. Dean's heart still trips over itself while trying to calm down and before he knows it, his jaw moves, letting free a fake disgruntled, 'Blasphemy.'

Seth chuckles and touches Dean arm, pressing his body against Dean's as if it's physically impossible for him to stay away, sighing happily, 'We're totally soulmates.'

Thankfully, some higher power chooses this moment to save him from this fucking weird couple. Frozen's Elsa walks past and Alexa Bliss beams at them as soon as she recognizes her co-worker.

Dean uses the queen's appearance as his cue to get out of here without anyone seeing it. Well, anyone but Seth. Yet he doesn't try to hold him back, only waves at him with a huge grin on his face.

The fuck? At the picnic Seth almost flipped his shit cause Dean refused to answer him, not knowing if they'd ever see each other again and now he's all relaxed after making so many futile moves on him? Something's fishy here but he has no time to dwell on this matter. Dean needs to catch up to the Arrow and the Black Canary.

And he seriously should forget all about Seth Rollins. He's tried so often already and failed but this is getting out of hand; Dean can't promise that he won't give in sooner or later. Under certain conditions, but the fact remains. He doesn't want to be the bad guy of the story. Never again.

Dean can't find the kids on the streets, so he assumes they're already at the local party and follows the huge mop of people wandering to the town hall.

Hoping that Megan and Cara aren't creeping through the streets alone, Dean takes his time, enjoying the late evening and the costumes some people came up with. Far in the distance he spots a Cosmo and Wanda and he's tempted to walk up to them to inspect their garments but then a very familiar voice calls his name and Dean sighs in relief; he didn't even know just how much he missed her.

'Paige,' he greets back, his mood rising when he spots all the other girls too. He lets himself get hugged by one impressive Harley Quinn, asking his number one coffee shop owner what she's doing here.

'First of all, we missed your ugly face,' she laughs, pushing him gently to show she really means it. Dean does feel bad for cutting her and the _Pumpkin_ out of his life but he really prefers not to meet Seth – who seems to be able to easily find him no matter how hard he tries to hide. To be frank, he's amazed the idiot hasn't randomly shown up on his doorstep yet.

Oh God, he probably just jinxed it.

'And second,' Paige rambles on, 'Becky – our beautiful and equally dangerous Poison Ivy – said the annual party here is pretty sick; once the kiddies are banned.'

Dean nods, thinking – praying – that that's the reason Sami and Seth are here too. Though he fears he just never realized they live here, in his own neighborhood. Best not to think about it.

'What are you, the league of deadly DC supervillains?' he smirks, looking at each girl in particular. He doesn't know this Becky but he thinks she looks baffling in green, even though her hair is more orange than red. At least it's her own and not a wig.

There's another young, blond woman he hasn't seen before, dressed as Catwoman, who introduces herself as Charlotte.

Emma's costume is the Riddler while Bayley portrays the Joker – that girl is full of surprises – and Summer hides her face behind Deadshot's mask. He has to admit, he's never seen such good comic character costumes, not even on hardcore, male fans. AJ's creations excluded.

'We fit together perfectly,' Paige giggles, already a bit tipsy, clapping Dean on his back. Her two ponytails whip around and she takes out a lollipop to suck on it. 'I assume your little girl is a gorgeous Mr Queen. Where is she? After all these years we've known each other I still haven't met her.'

Dean lets his gaze wander around, not seeing his daughter or her friend anywhere. One look behind him though tells him that Sami and Seth decided to join Alexa Bliss, the three of them coming closer rapidly.

Before he can bolt, a set of two brown eyes bores itself into his and he watches Seth pat against his huge belt just to point at Dean to encourage him to do the same. How does this goober always know where to encounter him as if his whole being was specifically designed to be drawn to Dean? It's fucking creepy. Flattering but creepy.

Nevertheless, Dean can't stop his body from mimicking Seth's motions, humming surprised when he feels something in the pocket of his suit. He takes out a folded piece of paper and stares at it, bewildered.

First of all, when and how did Seth slip that in there and second, how can he do all that with his fiancé – the very man he loves so much that it's still _his_ _plan_ to marry him – right at his side, not missing at single flirting line or gesture Seth makes to seduce another guy?

Seth winks at him before he readjusts his white hood and laughs about a joke Sami or Alexa made while Dean can only glare numbly at the phone number in his hands.

He crumples up the paper before Paige can see what's written on it and and his first instinct is to throw the tempting offer away before he goes dark side but his arms won't move. A huge part of him wants to keep it – just in case that one day, Seth will be free.

Dean grumpily puts the number back, pointedly ignoring the content grin Seth's throwing at him – smooth motherfucker –, swearing to himself that he'll never call him. This piece of paper will stay in the costume and one day he'll sort through his closet, only to stumble across the phone number and having a hard time remembering who it belongs to.

Tonight though, he'll give in to his weakness and hate himself for it, imagining Seth scribbling it down while sitting at his usual table at the _Pumpkin_, yearning for Dean to finally show up.


End file.
